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BOOKS IN THIS SET

    
    BAD GAMES

    
    Time to Play. Participation Is Not an Option.


    The Lambert Family is heading to Crescent Lake, a rural cabin community in western Pennsylvania, for an idyllic weekend getaway. Some fishing, some barbecue, some games…


    The Fannelli brothers are heading to Crescent Lake too. Some stalking, some kidnapping, some murder, definitely some games…though not necessarily the type of games the Lamberts had in mind.


    But it doesn’t matter. The Lamberts are going to play whether they like it or not.


    A terrifying thriller, Bad Games will keep you up all night as it delves into the mystery of nature versus nurture when comprehending the evil in man, along with the will and determination an innocent family must summon in order to fight back against horrific odds.

    
    


VENGEFUL GAMES


    Playtime is Not Over…


    In Autumn of 2008, the Lambert family headed to western Pennsylvania for a weekend getaway to the family cabin.


    They visited hell instead…


    The Fannelli brothers. Two psychopaths who believed themselves exceptional, put on this Earth for the soul purpose of tormenting others for their own amusement. To make people play their twisted games.


    Except the Lamberts managed the impossible. They played the game and survived. Showed the Fannelli brothers that they’d messed with the wrong family.


    However, the game is far from over. There are some new players in town. Players who appear to have close ties to the Fannelli brothers. Players who are taking things very personally…and promising results that are very deadly.


    Vengeful Games is the highly anticipated sequel to the acclaimed thriller Bad Games. If you thought you’d glimpsed evil before, prepare to plummet headfirst into the abyss as author Jeff Menapace shows you a new level of fear and heart-stopping suspense.


    Let the vengeful games begin…

    
    


BAD GAMES: HELLBENT


    Hellbent /adj. / 1. very determined to do something, especially when the results might be bad.


    A year has passed. Marine and security specialist Domino Taylor does not work anymore. His days and nights are spent shadowing the Lambert family, the guilt he feels for the tragic events that unfolded in western Pennsylvania haunting him without mercy.


    When someone from Domino’s past contacts him, she begs him to take on one last job. Find and return her kidnapped son.


    Domino agrees to help, not knowing that the truth behind the kidnapping is far more sinister than anything he can possibly fathom.


    It appears there is one final game to play. The host is someone who has been planning a masterpiece of epic proportions for some time now, grooming an unwitting Domino as the star, hellbent on watching him suffer before he dies…

    
    


BAD GAMES: MALEVOLENT


    After years of silence, the game is back on…


    Widower Allan Brown is hosting a support group in his home for the bereaved. One of the guests in attendance will be Amy Lambert, this week marking the five-year anniversary of her family’s horrifying ordeal at Crescent Lake.


    Of course it’s hardly a cause for celebration.


    Still, some unwanted guests plan on attending the support group to help Amy celebrate all the same.


    In this terrifying fourth installment in the acclaimed Bad Games series, Bad Games: Malevolent will test the absolute limits of human endurance, and remind us all that evil never truly rests.

    
    


BAD GAMES: PSYCHOPATH


    The final game is here…


    A decade has passed. The Lambert family is thriving. Amy Lambert is a successful entrepreneur and in a promising relationship with Allan Brown. Caleb Lambert is a respected member of the United States Marine Corps. Carrie Lambert is a flourishing college student.


    Or so they wish. Nothing could be further from the truth.


    Caleb’s increasingly violent temper sees him discharged from the Corps. Carrie is failing at her second attempt at college. Amy’s relationship with Allan is anything but functional. Aftermath, it would seem, plays the cruelest game of all.


    The only thing that is true, however, is Amy Lambert’s success. Numerous public appearances and even a bestseller chronicling her family’s horrific ordeals over the years have brought some unwanted attention Amy’s way. Two fledgling killers who happen to idolize the infamous serial killers Arty and Jim Fannelli have been paying attention—and these two killers are eager to show the Lamberts just how much they truly admire their idols…with the help of Arty and Jim themselves?


    Find out how such a horrifying prospect comes to fruition by grabbing the fifth and final book in the critically acclaimed Bad Games series today—and prepare yourself for the game to end all games.
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    Early autumn, 2008


    Patrick was fairly certain the white Pontiac was following them. Nothing to be too alarmed about on a country road with few detours, but still, he had that feeling.


    When the Pontiac passed his silver Highlander at the first sign of a dotted lane, Patrick looked left. The driver looked back—longer than necessary.


    Asshole.


    And yet, a few miles later, it was the same white Pontiac that made Patrick stop for gas. Had the car not been parked next to one of the pumps at the battered station, Patrick would have driven past without even tapping the brakes. The place looked barren.


    Will there be a confrontation with this guy if I stop?


    Nah. There were no horns honked. No middle fingers given. Not even a tough-guy scowl during the long glance. The man simply passed him on a country road—and Patrick had been driving slowly. Alone, his right foot was usually a lead boot on the accelerator, but with his family in the car, Patrick was an old man behind the wheel. Besides, they needed gas. Who knew when they’d come upon another station out here?


    He turned in and took the only other pump in front of the Pontiac. The metal tank was a beaten rectangle. It offered two grades: REGUL R and PR MIUM—vowels, Patrick mused, apparently being the preferred meal of the elements around here. He chose PR MIUM and began filling the Highlander.


    And that was when he first met the man with the white Pontiac.


    “A Penn State man huh?”


    Patrick looked over his shoulder. The man sat smiling on the hood of his car, the pump’s black hose winding out of the Pontiac’s tank like a stubborn snake latched to a meal beyond its means. The man had apparently flipped the metal latch beneath the handle to keep the pump running hands-free. Patrick fingered the latch on his own handle, wondering why he hadn’t thought to do the same himself. He carried on squeezing anyway.


    “Excuse me?” Patrick said.


    “Your license plate,” the man pointed.


    The Pennsylvania plates on the Highlander read that the owner was an alumnus of Penn State. Patrick often forgot he had them. “Oh,” he finally said with an even smile. “Yeah—class of ’92. You go there?”


    The man pushed off his hood and stood upright. Patrick guessed him at just under six feet with a slender but sturdy build. His pallid complexion was in contrast to the charcoal eyes that were fixed beneath a full head of black, messy hair—the result of little sleep and no comb, or perhaps the latest fashion trend. Likely, a mussed, unkempt look was the latest style; Patrick wouldn’t have had a clue. At thirty-eight and with a family, he was admittedly as up to date on fashion trends as he was on who Paris Hilton was currently dating.


    “Sure did—class of ’98,” the man said. “I guess that would put about six years between us, yeah? No chance of ever crossing paths.”


    Patrick gave a nod and added, “Well with the size of Penn State, we could have graduated the same year and still never met.”


    The man laughed. “Very true.”


    Yes—his initial assumption had been correct; there was no confrontation here. Quite the opposite, in fact. Yet it still didn’t deter Patrick from willing the inevitable click from either of their pumps to come sooner than later. Small talk was a hemorrhoid to him.


    Patrick looked through the rear-side window of his SUV and made eye contact with his wife, Amy. She gave a quick flick of the head towards the stranger, the curious frown on her face asking who and what. Patrick replied with a subtle roll of his eyes. Amy returned a sympathetic roll of her own, blew him a kiss, and then turned her attention back to their two children in the backseat.


    “So do you still visit from time to time?” the man asked.


    Patrick shook his head. “Not really. I used to try and make a football game every once in a while, but with a family now, it’s kind of tough.”


    The man pecked forward and looked through the rear window of the Highlander. Amy could be seen leaning over the front seat, entertaining the two kids. She looked up and caught the man’s eye. He stared back, holding his gaze.


    If it were a game of chicken, Amy would have lost. She was first to look away, quickly bringing her head back down towards the children as if caught staring at something taboo.


    Seconds later, she glanced up again. The man’s eyes hadn’t shifted; he was still staring at her, his expression calm and curious, like a man entertaining a riddle. “Huh,” he said softly.


    The man brought his attention back to Patrick, started smiling again. “Well, I can sympathize with you on that one, my friend.” He pointed a finger over his shoulder. “I’ve got two of my own.”


    Patrick leaned his torso away from the car and looked through the windshield of the man’s Pontiac. He squinted through glass and glare to see two child seats in back, each one occupied by a dark, fuzzy little head sticking out of a blanket.


    Patrick smiled. “How old?”


    “One and one,” the man smirked, his expression one of blatant delight for the riddle to tantalize before hitting home.


    Patrick got it immediately, but accommodated him anyway. “Twins?”


    The man all but giggled. “Yup.”


    “Whoa.”


    The man was beaming now. “That’s what I said when I found out. Hit the lottery my wife likes to kid. Hasn’t been too bad though really; they’re good boys. What about you?”


    “One boy, one girl,” Patrick said. “Four and six.”


    The man said, “Nice.”


    Patrick felt it was now his dutiful turn to initiate some sort of generic inquiry before one of the blessed clicks. “So I take it you haven’t made any recent visits to our alma matter then either?”


    The man shook his head, a saddened dip on the corner of his mouth. “Nope. Could have made a detour and stopped for a quick visit on the way up here, but the wife was having none of it. Broke my heart.” He breathed in deep as though reliving a tragic event. And then, switchblade-quick, the smile was back. “Still, my wife’s family has a nice little cabin out here in the boonies. She thought it’d be a nice overdue getaway for the four of us. Shake off city life for a little while I guess. She’s there now with her folks, waiting for me and the kids.”


    “You’re kidding,” Patrick said. “Where are you staying?”


    “Middle of Nowhere, PA,” he joked. “Why?”


    “Weird coincidence, that’s all. My family and I are pretty much doing that same exact thing. Made the trek all the way from the ’burbs of Philadelphia. My wife’s family even owns a cabin out here as well. Crescent Lake. You ever heard of it?”


    The man’s handle clicked and the chipped-paint numbers on the old tank rolled to a stop. He turned and headed to the rear of his car, talking over his shoulder as he worked. “No, can’t say I have.” He lifted the handle from its hole and locked it home on the tank. “We’re from Philadelphia too—city, not ’burbs—so I’m pretty darn clueless around here.” Screwed the cap back on, and closed the hole’s lid. “In fact, to tell you the truth,” he headed back to his spot in front of his car, “I get more creeped out around places like this—way out in the country—than I would on a wrong turn in North Philly late at night.”


    Patrick chuckled. “I know what you mean. Our cabin is in a small community surrounding the lake I mentioned. It’s nice and cozy, but it’s out there—lets your imagination get the best of you sometimes. Guess I’ve seen Deliverance one too many times, yeah?”


    The man smiled. “Good movie.”


    Patrick nodded. “Good but disturbing.”


    “Disturbing how?”


    Patrick’s chin retracted. “You serious?”


    The man said nothing, just waited for elaboration.


    “That scene,” Patrick said. “That one scene? The one with Ned Beatty?”


    “Oh right,” the man said. “Didn’t like it, huh?”


    Patrick’s chin retracted again. “Did you?”


    “Thought it was funny.”


    “You got a sick sense of humor, man.” .


    “You should meet my brother.”


    Patrick smiled. “I think I’ll pass.”


    The man put a hand over his heart and made a face as if wounded. “Ouch.”


    Patrick quickly said, “Oh I didn’t mean any offense by it, man. It’s just that most people—guys especially—found that scene in the film pretty disturbing. Did for camping what Jaws did for swimming if you ask me.”


    The man chuckled and stepped forward with his hand extended. “Well put. And no more of this ‘man’ stuff—call me Arty.”


    Patrick’s handle clicked. He replaced it on the tank before taking the man’s hand. “Patrick.”


    “That’s a heck of a grip you got there, Patrick. Did you play football for Penn State?”


    In clothes, Patrick looked like a powerful man at six-three and well over two hundred pounds. However, the lines of definition that had sculpted his body in his youth had been systematically erased over the years thanks to children, work, and Krispy Kreme donuts. His once treasured six-pack stomach was now a smooth one-pack, but the bulk on his wide frame was still there, and modestly maintained by the occasional weight session in their furnished basement back home.


    “No, no, I played in high school,” he said. “I could have never made the roster at Penn State.”


    “I see,” Arty replied. “Well at least you’re honest. No Al Bundy delusions of grandeur for you, yeah? Wondering what could have been if you weren’t Married with Children?”


    Patrick got the joke (a fan of the show, he actually found it amusing) and fed the man’s wit. “Oh no—my wife makes an excellent Peg Bundy. Keeps me nice and humble.”


    Arty laughed loud then asked, “So…what’s your damage?”


    Patrick hesitated.


    “Gas,” Arty said, pointing at Patrick’s pump. “What’s your damage?”


    “Oh…” He read the meter. “A hell of a lot. In a million years I never thought I’d own one of these things. But it’s pretty convenient when you’ve got kids, and—”


    “Well I’ll tell you what, Patrick,” Arty interrupted, “any alumnus of Penn State is a friend of mine. This round’s on me.” He pulled a wad of bills from his front pocket and began heading towards the cashier in the glass booth.


    “No,” Patrick said, “I can’t let you do that. Arty, please.”


    But the man was already en route. He simply waved a hand behind him as though shooing away a dog.


    Arty returned a few minutes later, shaking his head and pointing a thumb over his shoulder. “That guy was a winner,” he said. “Could smell him through the glass.”


    Patrick dug for the right words. “Hey, man, that was really generous of you. I don’t know what to…thank you very much.”


    Arty smiled. “Please, don’t give it a second thought. I like to think that if we show kindness to others often enough it’ll become contagious.” He folded his arms. “Some people say environment makes us who we are. So, I guess it’s up to us to change that environment, make our world a friendlier place to live in.”


    Patrick raised an eyebrow; he couldn’t help it.


    Arty broke out laughing. “I sound like a goddamn politician, don’t I?”


    Patrick shook his head. “No, no, it just took me off guard, that’s all. I uh…I was just…yeah, you did kinda sound like a politician.”


    Arty laughed again.


    Patrick smiled. “But it’s nice to have someone be generous just for the sake of it.”


    “Well it was my pleasure.” Arty reached out and patted Patrick twice on his upper arm, squeezing its girth hard on the final pat. It was an odd gesture that almost had Patrick yanking his arm free. The move seemed primitive—like he was being sized up.


    As if reading Patrick’s mind, Arty placed both hands behind his back and started rocking on his heels. His aura had hardly dipped though; it was brighter even. He just grinned and said, “Have fun at Crater Lake.”


    “Crescent Lake,” Patrick said, rubbing his arm, claiming it back.


    “Right, Crescent Lake,” Arty said. “Hope it’s relaxing for ya.”


    “Same to you.”


    Patrick watched the man get into his Pontiac, then lean over his driver’s seat to check his kids. When Arty faced front again he spotted Patrick watching him through his windshield. He waved before backing up.


    Patrick waved back, nodded and smiled a goodbye.


    Amy spoke the second Patrick was back in the Highlander. “Who was that?”


    “Some guy named Arty. He went to Penn State.”


    “You knew him?”


    “No. But he saw our license plate and we just started talking. He was an okay guy. A little odd. Believe it or not he bought our gas.”


    “What?”


    “I know, can you believe it?”


    “Why did you let him do that?”


    Patrick started the engine. “He didn’t really give me a chance to argue. He was halfway towards the attendant before I could object.”


    “That’s bizarre. I wonder what he wanted.”


    “That was my first impression too. I thought he was a salesmen or something— buttering us up before giving us his big pitch.” He put on his seatbelt. “But the guy had his kids in the car with him, and they were heading west to meet his wife and family so…”


    “Weird.”


    “Yeah,” he paused, trying to figure it all out himself. “I guess he’s just one of those guys who’s desperate to be liked. You know, started buying people’s affection as a last resort?”


    “He was weird.”


    Patrick shrugged. “Okay fine, he was weird. But at the end of the day he did save us some money.”


    Free gas, even for a guzzler like theirs, did not seem to deter Amy’s pessimism. “That’s strange, Patrick. People don’t just do that.”


    He sighed, exasperated. “I know Amy, but it’s already done. What do you want me to do about it?”


    She said nothing.


    “Okay then, maybe the guy’s just got a little dick and he’s compensating by flashing around wads of cash.”


    Amy slapped his leg and Patrick jumped. Carrie, their six-year-old, leaned forward after witnessing her mother’s reprimand of her father. “What did Daddy say?” she asked.


    “Nothing. Daddy’s just being a dummy.”


    Carrie giggled and flopped back into her seat.


    “That’s nice, honey. Give our children a nice heaping bowl of respect for their father.”


    “Yes, well if their father would watch his mouth around his children—”


    Patrick grabbed his wife’s thigh and she screeched. A rapid-fire assault of noisy smooches followed. Amy squirmed away from her husband’s probing lips, her laughter rising into playful screams. “Stop! Stop!”


    One final obnoxious kiss and Patrick returned upright into his seat, more than a little pleased with himself. Amy laughed, straightened herself up, slapped her husband on the shoulder, then laughed again. Patrick turned to his kids in the backseat and flashed a silly grin. They grinned back, each one seemingly revolted yet delightfully entertained at their parents’ public display of affection.


    Patrick faced front again. “Okay, we’re off.”


    • • •


    Arty pulled his white Pontiac to the side of an isolated road not far from the station. He got out and opened one of the back doors.


    “Come on, boys,” he said, reaching in and snatching the blankets off his twin sons. He grabbed the children each by a leg and dragged them out of their car seats. Walking off the gravel road, Arty headed up a small hill towards a stretch of woods about twenty yards from where he’d parked. The boys dangled by their ankles in his grip.


    Arriving at the most condensed border of the wooded area, he held the boy in his right hand up to his mouth, kissed him softly on the bottom, and punted the child deep into the woods.


    The second boy got the same treatment, landing further back into the mass of green and brown than his brother. Arty raised both hands in the air like a referee confirming a touchdown.


    “Take care, boys,” he said to the two plastic dolls he had just booted. And then, softly, smiling, “You served your daddy well.”


    Arty strolled back to the Pontiac. He opened the driver’s door but did not enter right away. He stood there, eyes closed, breathing in one deep breath of autumn air until his chest could hold no more. He exhaled slowly, feeling the tingle radiate throughout his entire body.


    “Fuck yeah,” he breathed.


    The start of a new one. The exquisite foreplay. So good.


    Arty settled into the driver’s seat. Gunning the engine, he cranked the wheel hard to the left, gravel spitting out from beneath the tires as the car fishtailed before righting itself. Before too long he was back on the main road heading west. He smirked and occasionally giggled the entire drive.
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    “Daddy, Caleb said he was hungry. How much further?”


    “No I didn’t!” Caleb took a swipe at his sister that missed.


    Patrick glanced at his wife. “You think we should stop somewhere? We’ve still got about a half hour to go.”


    Amy looked at the clock on the dashboard then double-checked it with her watch. It was twelve-thirty. They hadn’t eaten since seven. “Yeah, maybe we should. Where though?”


    “I’m sure we’ll come across something soon,” he said. “People around here like to eat.”


    “Probably because it’s the only thing there is to do around here.”


    “Well that’s the whole point, right?”


    “To eat?”


    “No—to have absolutely nothing to do. Eat, drink, s-e-x, and eat and drink some more. We’re going caveman-style, baby.”


    “Just as long as you don’t start dragging me around by my hair.”


    “No hair-pulling? I thought you liked that?”


    Amy opted for the pinch to the arm instead of the slap to the leg this time. “Would you stop?”


    Patrick jerked away from the pinch. “Ouch.” He rubbed his arm. “They won’t know what that one means.”


    “Our kids? Don’t be so sure, caveman.”


    Patrick turned to the back seat, scratched his head like a monkey would, then grunted, “You kids want food, ya?”


    Both Caleb and Carrie exchanged uncertain smiles. Their father’s playful change in manner was not out of character, but this new material—the caveman—had managed to suspend their laughter for a few seconds while they tried to figure out just who exactly their nutty dad was trying to portray this time around. It mattered little anyway. Caveman, pirate, monster—it was the frequent shift in character they loved. There was no need for a formal introduction to the day’s performance; the sincere attention and child-like zeal their father constantly provided was enough.


    “What food you want?” Patrick grunted again.


    “Pizza,” Carrie giggled.


    “What ’bout Caleb? What food Caleb want?” His left hand on the wheel, Patrick reached behind his seat with his right and began tickling his son’s stomach. “Pizza okay with Caleb?” A “yes” managed to squeak its way out of the boy between fits of laughter.


    “Pizza! Pizza! Pizza!” Patrick leaned for a grab at Carrie. The little girl wriggled as far away as her car seat allowed, screeching with delight each time her father’s fingertips grazed her.


    Amy, who was finding it near impossible not to smile, couldn’t resist a dig at her husband. “You’re such a dork.”


    “You love this dork,” Patrick replied, now in twenty-first century English.


    “You have your moments.”


    Patrick instantly began crooning Edwin McCain’s “These are the Moments.”


    Amy slapped both hands over her ears and winced. “Please make it stop.”


    Patrick continued his attempt at singing (a little bit louder now to ensure proper annoyance, of that she was sure) while grinning at his wife like a loon.


    She turned away from him, but succumbed to the smile. “Dork.”
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    If one was to drop from the sky and land in front of Tony’s Pizza, one might think it was the only restaurant in existence. At least that was Amy’s opinion. Looking east gave you nothing but mountains and trees, and looking west gave you an infinite stretch of highway that eventually dwindled to a point on the horizon. In addition to that, the restaurant’s spacious parking lot held more cars than a movie theater premiering the newest Harry Potter film.


    “Jeez, popular place,” Amy said.


    “That’s a good sign,” Patrick said. “Means they have good food.”


    Carrie looked out the window, her chestnut eyes shifting from car to car as they cruised for a spot. “Are we going to park?” she asked.


    “Daddy’s trying, honey.”


    Carrie pulled her head away from the window and wiped her brown bangs out of her eyes. “Mommy, I need a haircut.”


    Amy, who was a hawk in her quest to find an empty spot, answered in a slow, dreamy tone—her daughter’s comment finding its way in, but only deep enough for a mechanical reply. “Okay, honey…”


    “Can I get one today?”


    “Hmmm…?”


    “Mommy?”


    Amy’s gaze broke with a snap and her tongue was quick again. “Carrie, can you hold on a minute please? Your father and I are trying to find a parking spot so we can eat.”


    Carrie huffed and scooped up her doll. She moved its legs back and forth like pistons to pacify her frustration.


    Caleb watched his sister with amusement. “I need a haircut too,” he said to her.


    Carrie set the doll down and glared at her younger brother, his attempt at camaraderie only appearing to agitate her further. “No you don’t,” she said. “You don’t even have any hair.” She finished her sentence with a hard swipe down her brother’s head of buzzed brown hair. Caleb shoved her hand away and scowled.


    “There’s one!” Amy pointed.


    “Nice. Good catch, honey.” Patrick swung the Highlander to its left and worked it gingerly into the empty space. “I hate parking this damn thing.”


    Amy exited first, followed by Patrick, who seemed focused on the task of not banging his car door into the Chevy next to him. Both kids waited for their mother and father to collect them.


    Patrick opened the back door and unfastened the belts on Caleb’s child seat. “Let’s go, brother-man.” Caleb leaned forward into his father’s arms. Patrick intentionally grunted as he lifted. “You’re gettin’ huge, dude.” He plopped his son down and kissed him on the top of the head. “You been working out?”


    Caleb squinted into the sun as he looked up at his father and smiled. Patrick took his hand, squeezed it twice, and winked at him.


    Carrie, who was insistent on making her own way out of the car without the help of her mother, nearly had a conniption once she realized Amy was intending to shut the car door before Josie had a chance to exit.


    “Okay, okay, relax.” Amy reached into the car, grabbed her daughter’s doll, and handed it to her.


    “Everything okay?” Patrick asked.


    “Almost forgot Josie,” Amy replied in a tone ripe with sarcasm. Carrie, who could not define sarcasm for all the toys at the North Pole, could sure as hell identify it when slung. She therefore rewarded Amy with a two-handed grip on her doll and refusal to hold her mother’s hand. Amy snorted and snatched her daughter’s hand up in an instant. “There are too many cars around here for your attitude now my little ain-pay in the utt-bay.”


    • • •


    As expected, the restaurant was teeming with patrons. Although it was only September, in western Pennsylvania it may as well have been January. Flannel and blue jeans with the occasional wool coat filled every booth, stool, and table. Large, well-fed people walked in and out of the restaurant, each time igniting a small bell over the glass door, something Caleb found damn near impossible to ignore whenever it chimed.


    A short, unmistakably Italian woman approached the family. “Hello, four it is?” she asked in broken English.


    “Yes, four,” Patrick said.


    “A booth, if possible,” Amy added.


    The woman smiled, nodded, and then led the family towards an open booth, their route passing by a large candy display near the cash register. Carrie instantly zeroed in on it, and did not hesitate to mention her find once they were seated.


    “They have candy here,” she announced.


    Caleb’s eyes brightened, only to dim after Amy said, “No candy.”


    Carrie was not giving up so easily. “Why not?”


    “Because it rots your teeth.”


    Carrie turned to her father. “Daddy, can I—”


    “Whoa, whoa, are you trying to get Daddy in trouble with Mommy? Mommy said no candy. Sorry, kiddo.”


    Carrie let loose her patented huff and turned away from both parents. Patrick glanced to his left and gave Amy a wink. She returned a tired roll of the eyes and ran both hands through her thick auburn hair, pulling tight at the peak of her grip. Patrick rubbed her leg under the table.


    “So,” Patrick began, leaning towards his kids, “we’re getting anchovies on our pizza right?”


    The kids gazed back in horror.


    • • •


    Patrick was in the restroom with Caleb while Amy stood by the register, paying. Carrie was tight to her side, eyes stuck on the candy display inches from her face.


    “Please, Mommy?” she asked.


    Amy handed the cashier two twenties then glanced down at her daughter with a stern face. “I said no. End of discussion.”


    The cashier, a man whose appearance and thick accent suggested he was no less Italian than the hostess, asked, “Do you have change?”


    Amy looked at the total again. If she gave the man thirty-five cents she could get back an even five. Stuffing her wallet into her mouth, she mumbled, “I think so,” and began digging into her back pocket with a concerted effort.


    After retrieving a runaway dime, Amy eventually handed the cashier thirty-five cents. The cashier smiled at her struggle, then handed her back a wrinkled five. Amy tucked the bill into her wallet just as Patrick and Caleb returned.


    “Where’s Carrie?” Patrick asked, looking at his wife’s knees.


    Amy spun. Carrie was gone. “Carrie!” she called out.


    “Your daughter?” the cashier asked.


    “Yes,” Amy nearly yelled. “Where did she go?”


    “She is out there.” The man pointed towards the entrance where the back of Carrie was visible through the glass door. She appeared to be talking to someone just out of view.


    Amy bolted for the door. Patrick quickly scooped up Caleb and followed his wife. With one foot barely out of the restaurant, Amy seized her daughter’s arm, pulling her off balance and nearly to the ground. Carrie’s eyes bounced wide with shock, her mouth falling open…revealing a blue tongue.


    Amy looked down into her daughter’s hand, and spotted a large blue lollipop held tight in her fist. Amy’s anger for her daughter’s negligence was stalled with confusion. “Where did you get that?” she asked.


    Carrie said nothing, her head down.


    “Carrie Lambert, where did you get that candy? Did you steal that from the restaurant?”


    Carrie’s head shot up; she looked her mother in the eye. “No, Mommy, I didn’t steal, I swear. A man gave it to me. We traded.”


    Now it was Amy’s mouth that fell open. Her next question was obvious, but she balked for a moment. Her daughter’s words made no sense. “What do you mean traded? What man?”


    Patrick, still holding Caleb tight to his chest, noticed something. “Where’s your doll?” he asked.


    Carrie looked up at her father. “That’s what I traded.”


    Patrick frowned, confused.


    Amy’s expression was an easier read. She was livid.


    “You traded Josie to a man for a piece of candy?” she said. “To who? What man?”


    “Whoa,” Patrick said. “That’s a coincidence.” His attention was now off his daughter and further out into the parking lot. Amy’s eyes left Carrie’s and followed her husband’s.


    The entire family stood silent, staring at the same white Pontiac they’d seen over an hour ago. Arty was behind the wheel, a big grin on full display as he waved to the four of them.


    Carrie pointed her little finger towards the exiting Pontiac and said, “To him.”




    4


    Arty pulled the Pontiac into the big driveway and stopped halfway. Exiting the car with Carrie’s doll in hand, he took a good long look at the house in front of him. It was perfect, so isolated and serene. Not a hint of worry for miles.


    The last few weeks in such a place had been more than he could have ever hoped for, adding many delightful bonuses to the game. New material had been happily introduced without neighbor concern; any screams managing to echo their way outside would have far too much ground to cover before falling on curious ears.


    It would be sad to leave such a house. But Arty was no dummy. He knew that the game had time limits, and that planned time limits were the key to successful transitions.


    But all was not lost. Yes, they were leaving, however they would be moving on to something Arty believed held far more potential.


    Embracing the tingle he’d bathed in earlier, Arty wasted little time unlocking the front door and hurrying up the carpeted stairs. At the top of the landing, to his immediate right, was a bedroom door. It was closed.


    “You better not still be asleep.”


    Arty turned the knob slowly, paused, then exploded into the room with a bang. His brother Jim jerked upright from a king-sized bed.


    “Lazy bastard,” Arty smirked.


    Upon recognizing his brother, Jim frowned and let out the breath he’d stifled from the sudden intrusion. “The fuck, man?” He flopped back down onto his pillow and started wiping sleep from his eyes.


    The second Jim’s torso was horizontal again, Arty got a good look at the entire bed. He was not pleased. “What the hell is this?”


    Jim went to answer but his voice cracked from sleep. He coughed, snorted, then sat upright again, his bare back resting against the headboard. He ran his hand back and forth over his shaved-bald head and looked at his brother through puffy eyes.


    “What?” he finally said.


    Arty kept his eyes locked on his brother while he eased into the room, eventually standing firm at the foot of the bed.


    On Arty’s left was Jim, his torso still upright against the headboard, his lower half covered in blankets.


    Next to Jim was a woman, uncovered and stark naked. She was also bound and gagged. The woman was not struggling, whimpering, or even moving, but she was alive. She just lay in a fetal ball away from Jim, her glazed eyes hopeless and defeated like a mental patient doped to the gills, staring out a hospital window.


    “What the hell did you bring her up here for?” Arty asked.


    Jim looked irritated. “Because every woman in this hick town is a fucking pig.” He motioned to the bound woman next to him. “I miss hot city bitches like this. Thank God these two yuppie fucks decided to build a second home out here in Mayberry.” Jim reached to his right and grabbed his cigarettes from the nightstand. He lit one and inhaled deep.


    “You took a big risk, Jim. What if the husband put up a fight?”


    Jim laughed, choking on his recent drag. “Come on Arty, you know he wasn’t gonna try anything. We practically broke that pussy from day one.” He sighed, flicked a stray ash off his chest. “I miss Philly.”


    Arty thought of their mother, their sole reason for being in the western part of the state. “Get over it,” he said.


    Jim grunted.


    “Yeah, well, whether your dick likes it or not, this is the way it is.”


    “I guess,” Jim said. “But the way Mom’s been lately, we could have probably moved her ten fucking feet from the old house and told her she was here…probably wouldn’t have known the difference.”


    Arty banged the base of the bed with his knee, rocking it. “She’s not that bad yet, dickhead. Show some respect.”


    Jim hung his head and took a short guilty drag from his smoke. “You’re right, my bad.”


    Arty and Jim had moved their mother to western Pennsylvania when her condition was demonstrating more off days than on. Her wish was to live her remaining years near her place of birth, and despite the boys’ initial reluctance, they weren’t about to deprive their ailing mother of such a wish. No way.


    “Anyway,” Arty began, “we’d been pushing our luck around Philly lately. We’re needles in a haystack out here. It’s perfect for now.”


    Jim exhaled both pessimism and smoke. “Yeah, perfect if we can continue to find people like these two to play with.”


    Arty’s lips nearly split from the grin that spread over his face. “Well I might just have some wonderful news for you then, little brother.”


    Jim’s pessimism dipped, his black eyes flickering hope. “Yeah?”


    “Oh yeah.” Arty tossed Josie onto the bed. Jim stuck the cigarette between his lips and picked Carrie’s doll up with both hands.


    “My, oh, my, oh, my,” Jim said out of the corner of his mouth, cigarette bouncing with each word.


    “I met the husband. He’s a sturdy guy; they won’t break easy.”


    “Awesome. The wife?” Jim asked.


    “Very nice. Hot.”


    Jim grinned. He held the doll up and wiggled it at Arty. “How many kids?”


    “Two—boy and a girl.”


    “How old?”


    “Four and six.”


    “Lots of potential.”


    “Indeed.”


    The woman in bed sighed deep through her nose then resumed her trance. Both men looked at her.


    “Jesus, man,” Arty said. “She hasn’t bathed in over three fucking weeks.”


    “I know that,” Jim said. “I threw her in the tub first. Scrubbed that ass until it squeaked.”


    Arty hung his head and shook it, fighting off a smile. “You’re a sick man.”


    Jim took a final drag of his cigarette then crushed it out on the nightstand. “So where are they?”


    “In a cabin. Place called Crescent Lake. Don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of it?”


    Jim shrugged. “If you’ve never heard of it, then how the hell would I?”


    “Well I asked around. I’m thinking we can venture out there in an hour or so. Sneak around a little and get our bearings.”


    “Are we gonna take the cabin for a bit when we’re done?”


    “I don’t know, I doubt it,” Arty said. “The husband mentioned it was a community of cabins, or something like that. It might be too risky. Plus they’re only gonna be up for the weekend. Who knows who’ll pop in after.”


    Jim nodded, yawned, and rubbed the remainder of sleep from his right eye. “Alright, so what’s the next move?”


    “Well first things first. We need to get the hell out of here. If we want to do this next one right, we need to start moving.”


    Jim rolled over towards the naked woman. He slapped her hard on her bare bottom, a section of the pale flesh instantly glowing red in the shape of Jim’s hand. She hardly flinched. “So should I assume we’re dealing with her and her hubby right now?”


    Arty nodded. “Yeah. We’re not killing them though.”


    “What? Why not?”


    “Because we only kill if it’s necessary…or part of the game. It’s neither.”


    “We’ve done it before.”


    “And?”


    “I think it’s necessary.”


    “I don’t.”


    Jim frowned. “They’ll ID us, Arty. Jesus, they saw our faces every time we fed the fuckers. This bitch could ID my dick if she wanted to.”


    “Yeah, well that last one is your problem. Still, we can fix it so they can’t ID us.”


    “Yeah, I know we can—by killing them.”


    “No.”


    Jim snorted. “How then?”


    “Stand up,” Arty said.


    “What?”


    “Stand up.”


    “Why?”


    “Just stand up.”


    Jim kicked off the blankets and stood. He was just under six-feet with a powerful physique that he owed mostly to good genetics as opposed to hours in the gym. He was also very naked.


    “Jesus,” Arty said, the second he got an eyeful.


    Jim made no attempt to cover himself. He just splayed his arms. “What?”


    Arty hung his head again, shaking it slowly, biting his tongue. He did not want to encourage his brother’s lewd, and often risky, behavior, but found it damn hard not to laugh at his audacity once in awhile.


    Jim scratched his naked groin and asked, “So how do we fix it so they can’t ID us?”


    Arty raised his head, took a step forward, and jabbed his fingers into his brother’s eyes.


    There was a wet squelching sound, and Jim dropped to his knees, grabbing his face with both hands. “What the fuck?!”


    Arty instantly held up four fingers and said, “How many fingers am I holding up? Jim! How many fingers am I holding up?”


    Jim made several attempts at looking up at his brother, trying to focus, each attempt heightening the pain, his head whipping away from Arty’s hand every time as though it flashed a beam of white light. He finally gave up and tucked his chin into his chest, rubbing furiously around his eyes with the palms of his hands.


    “You see what I’m getting at?” Arty asked.


    “Yeah…I get it,” Jim said. He rubbed his eyes some more then launched himself upward, driving his right fist deep into his brother’s gut. Arty doubled over instantly, and now it was his turn to drop to his knees.


    Jim hopped up and danced over his brother, laughing hysterically, his genitalia flopping left and right. Through his pain Arty still managed to witness the unsightly phallic jig occurring overhead, and although his breath had left him, he could not resist an attempt at a laugh.


    “Sick…fuck…”


    Jim continued his dance around the room, eventually leaping onto the woman, gyrating on top of her still-fetal body while hooting and hollering like a horny chimp.


    Arty got to his feet, holding his stomach, wheezing out more chuckles as he watched his brother carry on, his gyrating atop the woman stopping, changing to the missionary position as he began miming wild intercourse, his hooting louder with each imaginary thrust. “Get over here, dickhead,” he said.


    Jim hopped off the woman and sauntered over to his brother. He walked with an exaggerated strut, like a cowboy entering a saloon. His eyes were rimmed red from Arty’s recent attack, but it hardly seemed to bother him now. He was grinning like a kid.


    “So you know what I’m getting at then?” Arty asked, still breathing hard, still holding his stomach.


    “Yeah, I think so,” Jim said.


    “We’re just taking their eyes, Jim. That’s all.”


    Jim nodded, paused, thought for a moment, and then asked, “What about their tongues?”


    “Huh?”


    “Well wouldn’t it make sense to take their tongues too? See no evil, speak no evil—wait—what’s the other one? Hear no evil? Yeah…it’s hear no evil. So that means the ears too, right? We’ll take the tongues and ears too?”


    Arty gave the suggestion a few seconds, smirked, then palmed his brother’s bald head, running his hand back and forth over it as though rough-housing with the family dog. “Why not? Such a clever brother I’ve got.”


    Jim kept grinning. “Hey, maybe we could preserve everything when we’re done. You know, dry ’em out like beef jerky, and then make a necklace for them. Something to remember us by.”


    Still smirking, Arty waved a playful finger at his brother and said, “James, now you’re just being mean.”




    5


    With the half-eaten blue lollipop now discarded, and Josie the doll in the hands of a stranger, it would likely take Santa Claus himself to bring a smile to Carrie’s face—or perhaps a dog.


    As the silver Highlander pulled into the gravel driveway of cabin number eight bordering Crescent Lake, a mangy Border terrier began yipping and yapping at the SUV with an enthusiasm that suggested it might explode at any moment.


    “Daddy! Look at the dog!” Carrie yelled, straining against the binds of her car seat to get a better look.


    Patrick needed only a second’s glance at the dog before saying, “Don’t go near that thing, honey. He doesn’t look very clean.”


    Carrie ignored her father’s comment and continued to gape, letting out anxious squeaks and smiles that matched the dog’s eagerness for contact. Caleb leaned over and took a hard, wary look at the dog the moment Carrie began shrieking.


    Patrick caught his son’s expression in the rearview mirror, reached back and rubbed his knee. “Don’t worry, pal, it’s no big deal.”


    “You think it’s a stray?” Amy said.


    “Probably. Stay in the car for a couple of minutes though. I’ll get out and shoo it away.”


    The instant Patrick stepped out of the car the terrier leapt towards his thigh, begging for affection, its spastic behavior accompanied by a multitude of whines that could crack glass. Patrick shook him off and nudged it away with the tip of his shoe. He clapped his hands loudly. “No! Bad dog! Get out! Shoo!”


    The terrier took a few cautious steps back, regrouped, then dove after Patrick’s leg for a second try.


    “No! Get out of here! Bad dog! Bad!” Patrick yelled louder, nudging harder with his foot. This time the dog took several steps back and eventually sat. It quivered and whimpered from its spot, spring-loaded, anxiously waiting for Patrick to succumb to its canine charm so that it could rocket forward again.


    Patrick opened the driver’s door and poked his head in. “You know what? Why don’t we take the kids inside, and then we’ll unload everything. It seems harmless enough, but looks pretty dirty. I don’t want the kids touching it.”


    Carrie whined. Amy reached back and squeezed her daughter’s knee to quiet her. “Okay, that’s a good idea,” she said.


    Carrie folded her arms and grumbled, “No it’s not.”


    • • •


    With both kids now safe in the cabin, Amy and Patrick began unloading the rear of the Highlander.


    “So what do you think?” Patrick asked, taking a brief look around before reaching for a bag. “Seems just as peaceful as last time, doesn’t it?”


    Amy turned her back to the car and looked down the driveway and beyond, out onto Crescent Lake. The lake itself was man-made and about half the size of a football field. The surrounding homes that bordered the green water were in contrast of one another. Some were rustic blocks of wood that looked as if they’d been erected by pioneers hundreds of years ago, and some were more modern establishments that resembled basic, one-story homes you might find in any modest suburb throughout the country.


    Crescent Lake was not flashy; that wasn’t its purpose. Its purpose was serenity and solitude, and in that, it excelled. Amy turned back to Patrick, smiled, and said, “Just as peaceful.”


    Patrick smiled back and breathed in deep. The smell of wood, leaves, and mountain air calmed him to no end. The trees that surrounded the rear of their cabin, and nearly every cabin bordering the lake, narrowed upward from a mighty base until their tips were lost among an explosion of red and orange, with not a single leaf daring to fall to the earth just yet.


    “It really is, isn’t it?” Patrick said, more to himself than Amy. He breathed in the earthy scents again and closed his eyes, the gentle calls of nature singing to him, more acute with his eyes shut. He thought it might actually be possible to fall asleep standing up.


    Amy took hold of a small duffel bag and slung it over her shoulder. “What do you want to do about food?” she asked.


    Patrick snapped from his daze and brought his attention back to the Highlander. He took a small black suitcase from the car and set it at his feet. “You want to go shopping now?”


    Amy grabbed another small duffel bag and balanced it atop the black suitcase. “Might as well get it out of the way before we get comfortable.”


    Patrick shrugged. “Okay. You want me to go?”


    “Nah, I’ll go. You can take the kids for a walk around the lake or something.”


    “Oh, I get it. Dump the kids with the naïve dad and the new mangy mutt while you drive off to reunite with your forbidden mountain man.”


    Amy raised an eyebrow, and did not smile when she said, “Actually, I was going to go look for your little buddy, Arty.”


    Patrick dropped another bag at his feet, stood upright and sighed. “Yeah, that was kinda weird, wasn’t it?”


    “Kind of weird? That was flat-out bizarre Patrick. What would a grown man want with a little girl’s doll?”


    “Well, I’d like to think he didn’t actually want the doll, Amy.”


    “So explain then.”


    “I don’t know. My guess is that he was just using it as a way to give Carrie a piece of candy. I mean let’s face it, the guy did have a bit of an odd way about him, to say the least.” He paused for a second, smiled and added, “I guess we must have forgotten to give our daughter the ‘don’t take candy from strangers’ speech.”


    Amy shot him a disgusted look. “It’s not funny, Patrick. She was out of my sight for less than a minute. It couldn’t have been a coincidence.”


    Patrick frowned. “What do you mean?”


    “Well for starters, how did this guy know Carrie wanted a piece of candy so badly? Was he watching us in the restaurant? Listening to our conversation at the table somehow?”


    Patrick’s back stiffened. His wife’s question was a damn good one. He had sized Arty up from the moment he met him and did not figure him a physical threat in any way. Weird? Hell, yes. But a threat? No. The man’s actions at the gas station and the restaurant were no doubt bizarre, but Patrick still felt comfortable that if push came to shove, he could deal with Arty with little trouble.


    Amy continued. “I mean that whole thing at the station with the free gas was strange enough.”


    Patrick steadied himself, took a deep breath. “I don’t know what you want me to say, honey. Maybe in his weird little world, it’s his way of being friendly. You know there are some people out there who just don’t know where the line is.”


    “Bullshit. The way he smiled and waved as he was driving away from the restaurant…that was…that was something different than being friendly.”


    “Like what?”


    “Like, I don’t know. Just different, okay?”


    Patrick held up both hands. “Okay.”


    Amy shook her head and rubbed the back of her neck. “And what the hell was that whole thing with the doll? Carrie barely lets us hold that damn thing, yet she gives it to a strange man for a piece of candy in less than a minute?”


    Patrick felt his wife’s frustration and shared it equally, if not more so, but he desperately wanted to put it behind them in order to focus on the weekend ahead. It was the role he often played in their relationship. Amy was strong, tough, and outspoken, but she was a worrier, and Patrick frequently found himself assuring her all would be well, even if it meant bottling up his own fears and misgivings for the time being.


    “Honey, I agree, what the guy did was exceptionally odd, but let’s just think about things for a second. He’s got a wife, in-laws, and twins to entertain while he’s up here. I highly doubt we’ll ever run into him again. Chances are, he was probably just passing by the restaurant, spotted our sore-thumb-of-an-SUV in a parking lot full of battered pick-ups, and decided to…I don’t know…reach out again.


    “If you ask me he’s just a very strange guy who never received the handbook on acceptable social etiquette. Please, let’s not let it ruin our weekend, okay?”


    Amy gave a weak smile, leaned forward and rested her head on Patrick’s chest. He stroked her long dark hair. “You know I would never let anything happen to you guys.”


    “I know,” she said softly, her head still in his chest. She remained quiet for a moment before lifting her head and looking up at him. “You do realize we’re going to have to buy Carrie a new doll right?”


    Patrick nodded. “Maybe I’ll go buy some lollipops and canvas the local pizza shops later. You know, look for a trade?”


    Amy slapped his chest hard and pulled away. “You’re sick.”


    Patrick took a step back and rubbed his chest. “Ouch,” he laughed. “That hurt.”


    “Good,” she said without a trace of a smile. She picked up one of the small duffel bags and started walking towards the back door of the cabin.


    A second later, the censor button on Patrick’s sense of humor appeared—late as usual.




    6


    Amy drove the Highlander along the only gravel road leading out of Crescent Lake. The large wooden sign that welcomed the family to the lake upon arrival now informed her that she was leaving, just in case the obvious had managed to elude her.


    She recalled from previous years spent at the cabin that a Giant Food supermarket was a convenient three or four miles past the lake and would provide a decent go-to spot for any necessities that might pop up during the course of their stay.


    As for now, Amy’s list was as basic as basic gets: some meat, some liquid, and some starch. Caveman-style, Patrick called it.


    Remembering her husband’s expression brought a small smile to the corner of her mouth. When she recalled Patrick’s goofing around with the kids in his caveman voice the other corner of her mouth rose as well. She was suddenly overwhelmed with an immense feeling of love and gratitude for her husband—such a wonderful man who not only loved her unconditionally, but was the ideal father to her two babies.


    The smile was now full-blown. Her light-brown eyes rimmed hot with happy tears. Amy laughed a small laugh, wiped the tears with the back of her hand, and pressed down on the accelerator. She wanted the food shopping over with so she could be back home with her husband and children as soon as possible.


    • • •


    “When will you let me pet him?” Carrie asked.


    “When we take him to the vet and get him checked for every possible disease known to dog,” Patrick replied.


    “When are we going to do that?” Carrie asked, looking over her shoulder at the four-legged bundle of dirt and fur that was following the three of them around the lake.


    “That was a joke, sweetheart. We’re not going to be doing that. Besides, he probably belongs to someone else around here.”


    Father, son, and daughter had walked halfway around the lake—Patrick in the middle with Caleb staying tight to his left, Carrie occasionally straying from his right in order to check the status of the terrier.


    Despite the lake’s moniker, it was not crescent-shaped. If anything, it was more of a perfect square. However, Patrick believed he was correct in the assumption that “Crescent Lake” carried a bit more flair than the alternative “Square Lake” when it came to attracting potential residents.


    Not that there were many vacancies. Crescent Lake was a small community—a secret of sorts. And the locals preferred it that way. If they wanted glamour and tourists they could have gone to any one of the fancy resorts in California, Arizona, Florida. Perhaps one of many island paradises that seemed almost fictional in its extravagance. But here, tucked away in a wooded nook of western Pennsylvania, they remained anonymous, truly to themselves—a prize forever cherished from the moment received.


    Patrick and the kids stopped their walk for a brief moment to take in the view. Caleb bent over, picked up a shiny flat rock, and then handed it to his father. Patrick weighed the rock in his hand, then skimmed it across the lake’s surface, where it jumped a good four times. Caleb looked on as though it was quite possibly the single greatest thing he had ever seen in his four-year-old life, and began frantically searching the ground for more flat stones to give to his father.


    “Who?” Carrie asked her father.


    Patrick turned away from the lake and gave his daughter a funny look. “Huh?”


    “Who does the dog belong to?”


    “I don’t know, sweetie, maybe our neighbors. Do you remember the Mitchells?”


    Carrie nodded and immediately continued her inquiry. “They didn’t have a dog last year,” she said.


    Patrick sighed and answered, while turning back to Caleb who had just pushed a second flat rock into his father’s belly. “Well maybe they just got him, honey.”


    Carrie glanced over her shoulder at the dog for the umpteenth time. The terrier was maintaining a cautious ten feet behind the trio lest he suffer the wrath of Patrick’s shoe again. “He doesn’t have a collar,” she said.


    Patrick skimmed the rock harder this time and managed five skips. Caleb nearly fainted with delight.


    “Daddy, he doesn’t have a collar,” Carrie tried again.


    Patrick breathed in deep through his nose and let it filter out slow. With the most patient of smiles, he said, “Carrie, what would you like Daddy to do? It isn’t our dog. Chances are he’s a stray.”


    Carrie made a funny face. “What’s that?”


    “It’s a dog that doesn’t have an owner and lives on its own.”


    Carrie’s face lit up and Patrick quickly added to his definition before her little mouth could form a word.


    “—But,” he began, “that also means he’s probably very dirty and might be carrying some kind of disease. So it’s best to stay away from him.”


    She scrunched her eyebrows. “Disease?”


    “Yes, like rabies. Ever heard of Cujo?”


    “What’s that?”


    “Never mind. Bottom line is that he’s very dirty, and I want you to stay away from him.”


    “How ’bout we give him a bath then?”


    “How ’bout you listen to your father for a change and do as you’re told?”


    • • •


    According to Amy, if you’ve seen one Giant Food supermarket you’ve seen them all. So for her, this particular one in western Pennsylvania was no horizon-broadening experience. She moved up and down each aisle with a purpose, grabbing only what was needed, affording no second glances towards impulse items. She enjoyed food shopping as much as she did a pothole after an alignment. Plus, she was still pining to be back with her family so they could settle in properly and let their weekend officially begin.


    “Excuse me?”


    Amy was in aisle seven deciding between two types of instant rice. They were fortunate to have a microwave oven in the cabin, and the convenient Uncle Ben’s pouches that plopped steaming rice onto your plate in ninety seconds were a godsend to hurried families and frozen-waffle-bachelors alike.


    “Excuse me, miss?”


    Amy turned over her shoulder and locked eyes with the man behind her—his black to her light brown. The man was solidly built with a shaved head.


    “Are you talking to me?” Amy asked.


    The man smiled, forcing a squint in those black eyes. “Yeah.”


    “What do you want?”


    “Some help.”


    Amy was backed up against the rice display so she took a step to her left to create distance. The man did not appear an immediate threat, but he had a confident, straightforward way about him that made her feel vulnerable.


    “Help?” she said.


    “Yeah, can you help me?” The man smiled again, a bigger one this time, more confident.


    Amy did not answer right away, and for a good five seconds there was a moment when the two just stared at one another. The man never blinked, and did not speak again until Amy responded. His smile was close to becoming a leer.


    “I don’t know…I…what do you want?” Her words were close to a stutter. She wanted to turn and walk away, but the man with the shaved head had not crossed any physical boundaries. It was his demeanor that seemed to be taking liberties—it held her still despite the desire to move.


    “Help,” the man said once again. “Actually, more like some advice about something.”


    “I don’t know—”


    “You see, I’m cooking dinner for my girlfriend tonight, and I’d be lying if I said I knew my way around a kitchen.”


    Amy heard the word “girlfriend” and expected a sense of relief that she was not his motive. But there was no relief. The way he continued to look at her…


    “I was kind of hoping you might be able to suggest something I could whip up real quick that wouldn’t take all night, something that wouldn’t set my house on fire?” He ended his quip with a satisfied chuckle, all but licking his own eyebrows as the smile officially became a leer.


    “I’m sorry, I’m in a hurry.” Amy took two more steps to her left. This time the man did move. He took one step towards her.


    “Are you sure? I could really use some advice on this. You see, my girlfriend kind of looks like you. And I figured maybe the two of you might share the same kind of tastes.”


    Amy felt a tight chill down her back. She contemplated leaving her cart and just exiting the store. But then a twinge of anger surfaced along side her trepidation. She straightened her posture and a surge of confidence spoke for her. “No,” she said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. Excuse me.” She threw both packets of rice back onto the shelf, gripped the handle of the cart with both hands, and went to maneuver it past the man, hoping he would take the hint and step aside. He did, but very slowly, looking her up and down as she worked passed him.


    “I understand,” the man said. “I didn’t mean any harm, you know.”


    Amy ignored him and never once looked back as she pushed the cart up to the self-serve checkout line. She regretted not taking the rice, but for now starch could—and would—wait. Besides, she could pick some up somewhere else. Or better yet, have Patrick do it.


    Amy quickly scanned the meat and juice over the scanner, only pausing long enough to make certain each item emitted the definitive boop!


    Stuffing the items into the plastic bags next to the scanner proved more cumbersome than it should, and she cursed her nerves. She thought of people in movies who struggled to put keys into locks when they were scared—fine motor skills that went out the window due to the effects of adrenaline. Who knew bagging groceries could be a fine motor skill?


    Just get it done and go, girl.


    She was on the second to last bottle of juice when Amy knew that the man with the shaved head was behind her. She refused to turn and acknowledge his presence. Only two more beeps and a swipe of her debit card and she was out of there.


    “You know, miss…in a way I was giving you a compliment,” the voice behind her said.


    She ignored him.


    “My girlfriend is a beautiful woman.”


    One beep down.


    “I’m not kidding.”


    She could hear his breathing, low and heavy.


    “The two of you could be sisters.”


    Second beep. Swipe the debit card and you’re done.


    “I wonder if your tits are the same.”


    She froze.


    “You wanna turn around and give me a little peek?”


    Amy spun. “Fuck you!” She actually shot spit when the expletive left her mouth.


    The man with the shaved head just laughed and held up both hands in playful surrender. By now several curious eyes were on the pair. The man met the stares of each onlooker—an arrogant smile for all of them—before leaving through the hiss of the automatic doors.


    Amy breathed in and closed her eyes. Purple blotches swirled inside the black canvas of her eyelids. Her legs shook. She placed both hands on the rim of the conveyer belt to steady herself.


    “Are you alright, ma’am?” A pleasant female voice said behind her. Amy nodded but kept her eyes closed, facing the register. She took one final breath, opened her eyes, and swiped her debit card. She punched in her code, waited for approval, ignored the receipt, grabbed the groceries, and headed outside.


    Amy was close to the Highlander when she stopped and dropped both bags of groceries to the ground. She doubted her vision. What she was looking at couldn’t be what she was looking at. But it was. And the fact that a stranger had left two packets of instant rice on her windshield wasn’t nearly as unnerving as the fact that the stranger knew which car was hers.




    7


    Amy was still shaking when she pulled the Highlander into the cabin’s driveway. She switched off the ignition and leaned to her right, collecting both handles of the plastic grocery bags in one grip. With an angry tug that was more forceful than it needed to be, she jerked the groceries onto her lap and slid out of the car. The second her feet hit the driveway she heard the sounds of laughter echoing behind the cabin.


    Amy recognized Lorraine Mitchell as soon as she turned the corner. Their neighbor’s short white hair and tall lean physique looked exactly as it did a year ago. Lorraine was standing with both hands on her hips, a smile bordering on laughter aimed towards the wooded area behind the cabin. In that wooded area, a very wet Patrick was attempting to wash the Border terrier in a large metal wash basin while Carrie and Caleb looked on with great amusement.


    “Hi,” Amy said. Her voice was unsteady.


    Lorraine turned to Amy, her previous smile bordering on laughter now changing over to one of joy. She walked forward with arms outstretched for the impending hug. “Hello, Amy!”


    Amy set the groceries to the ground and hugged her neighbor with as much enthusiasm as her still-rattled mind would allow.


    Patrick’s head snapped up the second he heard his wife’s name called. He raised two soapy hands in the air as though a gun had been pulled on him. “Let me explain.”


    Amy pulled away from Lorraine. She spoke softly and motioned that Patrick should follow her into the cabin. “Can I talk to you for a second?”


    Patrick wiped his hands on his jeans and nodded. “Sure. Lorraine, can you watch the kids for a minute?”


    Lorraine nodded back but her smile had faded. She looked concerned as the couple entered the cabin.


    The second they were inside, Patrick started rambling like a guilty man. “Honey, let me explain. Lorraine says the dog is very safe and very friendly, and I figured if we gave him a bath—”


    Amy walked towards her husband and wrapped both arms around him in a tight embrace, silencing him. She started to cry.


    • • •


    “Motherfucker,” Patrick hissed through clenched teeth. “You’re sure it wasn’t our friend Arty?”


    Amy had stopped crying but her nose still ran. She sniffled and said, “No, his head was shaved.” She then held both hands out to the side as if measuring a pair of invisible shoulders. “And he was wider, broader.”


    Patrick took a steady breath, but his right fist was clenched at his side. “And you’re sure he was the one who left the rice packets?”


    “Well who else would it have been, Patrick?”


    Her intolerance was justified, and he didn’t dare question her tone. He spoke his next query in an even manner. “Okay, okay…I’m just wondering how the hell he knew which car was yours.”


    “I have absolutely no idea. My only guess is that he’d been watching me from the moment I entered the store. Maybe even followed me there, I don’t know.”


    Patrick went rigid the second his wife voiced her speculation. “Followed you? From where? Here?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe.”


    “Do you remember anyone following you when you left the lake?”


    Amy dropped her head and shook it. She didn’t remember anyone.


    Patrick’s right fist clenched tighter, the knuckles glowing white. “Son of a bitch must have clocked you when you pulled into the supermarket then.”


    “I want to leave,” she said, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. “I think we should leave. First we get the weirdo with the gas and the doll, and now this? It’s like bad karma or something. I think we should just pack up and leave.”


    Patrick shook his head emphatically. “No. We’ve been here less than three friggin’ hours. I’m not gonna let a couple of assholes ruin our trip.”


    “Then what do we do, Patrick? Wait for something else to happen?”


    “Nothing else will happen. I won’t let it.” He reached out for both of her hands. She took them, but did not go in for the hug.


    “He was so creepy, Patrick. So…sure of himself. I mean, I’ve met some strange men before, but this guy…there was something different about him. Something…wrong.”


    Patrick played his role, swallowing his own rage. “Honey, relax, you’re getting a little too worked up. I’m sure he was just an arrogant pervert, that’s all. The kind of guy who fancies himself a player—always on the lookout for the next notch on his bedpost. When you weren’t taking his bait it probably angered him, and that’s when he got crude. I wouldn’t read too much into it.”


    “I’m not so sure. What kind of player states that he has a girlfriend before implementing a pick-up line?”


    Patrick shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it was to bring your guard down. Who knows how a guy like that operates?”


    A solid minute of silence passed. Amy’s eyes were unblinking and staring off into nothing, reliving the experience and weighing her husband’s words simultaneously.


    “You know what though, honey?” Patrick eventually said. “If you stop and think about it, much of this is your fault.”


    Amy didn’t pull away. She didn’t yell. She didn’t even frown. She just stared at her husband, certain she had heard him wrong.


    “What?” was all she finally said.


    “Well just think about it for a second. If you weren’t such a stunningly, sexual succubus, none of this would have happened in the first place.” Patrick delivered one his trademark alliterations dripping with cheese and network-anchor eyebrows.


    Amy was aware of what her husband was attempting to do, and she instantly began pulling her hands out of his grip. His attempt at levity felt too soon. She managed to pull one hand free but Patrick held on tight to the other.


    Patrick continued. “I mean if you’re going to go to such a happening spot like the supermarket, you need to ugly yourself up a little bit…”


    Amy tried to tug her remaining hand free, a smile was working its way to her face and she would not give him the satisfaction of seeing it.


    “Maybe pad your butt and belly with big pillows, make ’em look huge…”


    She tugged harder. He was grinning, her elusive smile now on the line and being reeled in.


    “Forget to brush your teeth, let the stank-breath blow…”


    She tried to pull free with both hands now, her head down, hiding the smile at all costs.


    “Oh and forgetting to bathe for a few days might help as well.”


    Amy stopped pulling and changed tactics; she used Patrick’s own leverage against him by going with his resistance and launching herself forward into his sternum, knocking him to the kitchen floor with her on top.


    Patrick began laughing once his back hit the linoleum and Amy instantly straddled him, pretending to choke him with both hands. “You make me crazeeeeeeeeeeeey!” she yelled between fake throttles and psycho eyes.


    Still laughing, Patrick reached around and pinched his wife’s butt. She squealed and bounced up, only to come crashing back down onto Patrick’s stomach, causing him to let out a definitive OOMPH!


    “What? Are you saying I’m fat?”


    Patrick’s mouth opened, searching for the answer that was never correct under any circumstances, but Amy had already taken the initiative to lean forward and sink her teeth into his ear.


    “Ow! Ow! Ow! Okay, okay, you win! You win!”


    Amy cinched herself further up onto her husband’s chest. “Damn right I do.” She then brushed the hair out of her face and let out a long sigh. “So you think I’m overreacting by wanting to leave?”


    Patrick rubbed his recently chomped ear. “No, not at all. It was a freaky moment that spooked you, and your initial reaction was totally understandable and justified. The guy was a perverted asshole, plain and simple. And like I told you before, I would never, ever let anything happen to you and the kids.” He kissed his first two fingers and reached up to touch them to his wife’s lips. “And from now on, I’ll be the one who does the food shopping.”


    “Mmmmm…Spaghettios and cereal,” she said.


    “And Pop-Tarts.”


    Amy bent forward and kissed him, her hair falling forward around both their faces. “I love you, baby.”


    “I love you too, honey,” he said. “Does this mean I’m forgiven about the dog?”




    8


    Arty and Jim sat across from one another at a diner not far from their mother’s house.


    “So what did you think?” Arty said.


    Jim shoveled a scoop of mashed potatoes into his mouth and spoke with it full. “She’s fucking nice. I can’t believe she squeezed two kids out of that body.”


    Arty sipped his iced tea and smiled. “Those kids are going to make everything so much better. You wait and see.”


    The two brothers sat silent after that, hardly blinking, each one lost in a world they loved. Controlled, practiced breathing teased the exquisite sensations they shared like a man capable of orgasm without ejaculation so that he may savor the erotic dance again and again. Control was everything.


    In their eyes, they were not serial killers, although they had certainly murdered enough to be officially labeled as such, and they were not kidnappers or thieves with simple financial motives. Sex, or more appropriately, rape, sometimes occurred, but that too was no primary motive, at least not for Arty. Jim was often guilty of indulging more often than necessary with their female captives, but Arty understood and forgave him for that, it was just his younger brother’s way.


    Their primary motive for what they did was summed up best by Arty years back when a previous female captive asked the all-too common question:


    “Why are you doing this to me?”


    Arty had thought hard for several moments after the question; he was searching for something clever that would define it all with swift decisiveness. And when the perfect response had finally hit him all at once, and his eyes had settled contently with an odd mix of pride and foreboding, he leaned in close to the female captive and did not give an answer, but instead asked a question.


    “When you see someone trip and fall, what do you do?”


    The female captive had looked at Arty through swollen red eyes that were still capable of projecting confusion.


    “I’ll ask again. When you watch someone slip, trip, or fall in everyday life, what do you often do?”


    When the answer had appeared on the woman’s face, it was obvious. Those swollen red eyes had discarded confusion in order to project shame. Arty wondered if she would tell the truth.


    “I guess I sometimes laugh,” the woman admitted, looking away.


    Arty had been pleased with her honesty; it allowed him to continue with his perfect response.


    “Thank you for being honest. We laugh too. We just raise the bar a little in order to keep laughing.” Arty then stood, smiled, and added, “I hope that helps you understand. And I hope I don’t disappoint when I say…it really is as simple as that.”




    9


    Amy still wasn’t wild about the newly polished terrier, but Lorraine had assured her the dog was safe, and had actually been coined the unofficial mascot of Crescent Lake this past year.


    “So he just showed up one day?” Amy asked Lorraine. “Out of the blue?”


    “Yup. I was out tending to some things in the garden when I heard this pathetic little whimper. The poor thing looked as though it hadn’t eaten in weeks. I stuffed his belly and we haven’t been able to get rid of him since.”


    “And people here don’t mind?” Patrick asked.


    “Some do,” Norman Mitchell replied. “But he’s a clever bugger. He knows who to go pouting to—and it looks as if he’s found a winner in your Carrie.”


    “Wonderful,” Patrick and Amy said simultaneously.


    The four adults sat around a large wooden table on the back porch of the Mitchell’s cabin. It was past five and dusk was just starting to gray the light. The grill was fired-up and leaking smoke out of both corners, filling the air with the heavenly aroma of all things char-grilled.


    Carrie and Caleb ran and giggled further back in the yard as the terrier yapped and darted at their heels, both siblings completely oblivious to everything else in life except the newfound joy that was fifteen furry pounds of endless entertainment.


    “I don’t know who’s got more energy, that mutt or your kids,” Norman said. Norman Mitchell was a short, squat man with a cherub face that said friendly no matter which way you looked at it. His black hair was gone save for the long strip that wrapped around the back of his head from ear to ear. Patrick had told Amy a few years back that he was the spitting image of a slightly taller Danny Devito and she had instantly agreed.


    “I’m putting my money on Carrie,” Patrick said. “Caleb will poop out soon. He’s like his old man—prefers to kick back and relax and watch others do the work. Now Carrie on the other hand, she’s my lovely wife’s child. She—”


    Amy reached over and gripped her husband’s ear. “Yes, honey? Please go on.”


    Patrick gave an exaggerated wince of agony. “You see this?” he said, pointing to the ear still in Amy’s clutches. “This happens all the time. Spousal abuse.”


    Amy let go and pushed his head away. “Oh boo hoo, you big sissy.”


    Patrick pointed at his wife again. “Psychological abuse too. I’m a broken man inside.”


    “You’re my bitch. Accept it,” Amy said.


    Both Mitchells laughed. Patrick shook his head in defeat, finished his beer, and raised the empty bottle. “I think I may need a refill here, Norm. Gotta ease the pain on my wounded ear and shattered ego.”


    Norman smiled at the couple and headed towards the back door leading into the kitchen, grilling spatula still in hand. He stopped in the doorway and turned to the group. “Anyone else? Amy? Sweetheart?”


    “Sure I’ll have another,” Amy said, her head now resting on Patrick’s shoulder.


    “Sweetheart?” Norman said again.


    Lorraine smiled at her husband and shook her head.


    “More for us I guess,” Norman said, winking at Patrick and Amy.


    “Bring it on Norm,” Patrick said. “I’ll rent your entire supply.”


    Norman made a face. “Rent?”


    Amy rolled her eyes. “Oh God, Norm, I thought you knew better than to feed into my husband’s pathetic cheese he calls a sense of humor.”


    “Ohhh…now I’ve got it,” Norman said. “The old, you don’t buy beer, you only rent it, joke.” He pointed the spatula at Patrick. “The scent of Gouda is strong with you, my son.”


    Patrick bowed his head. “Thank you, Obi-Wan.”


    “You’re quite welcome. But sadly, I’m afraid I look more like Yoda.”


    Lorraine said, “I always found Yoda to be quite sexy.”


    Norman pointed the spatula at his wife while looking at the Lamberts. “Is there any wonder why I love the woman?”


    • • •


    The grill was off and Patrick’s waistline was stretched to capacity. Amy, who was usually a light eater, was equally stuffed.


    “You missed your calling, Norm,” Patrick said. “You could have started your own barbecue pit up here and made millions.”


    “Why thank you, good sir,” Norman said. “You two sure you had enough?”


    Amy put a hand to her mouth and pretended to stifle back vomit. Patrick chuckled and said, “I’m afraid I’ll have to agree with my charming wife’s subtle gesture.” He then looked at a drowsy Caleb seated on Lorraine’s lap, the toddler struggling to keep his head from rolling off his shoulders. “How ’bout you champ? You had enough?”


    “I don’t think he’s long for this world,” Lorraine said as she stroked Caleb’s fuzzy head as though petting a cat.


    “He always falls asleep too early,” Carrie announced.


    Amy looked at her watch. It was almost eight. “Yeah, well, you won’t be up much longer either, missy.”


    “I want to play with Oscar a little more,” Carrie said.


    The table of grownups exchanged looks. It was Norman who said, “Oscar?”


    “That’s what I’m calling him. Because he used to be dirty like Oscar the Grouch.”


    “Makes sense,” Patrick said with a wink to the rest of the table.


    “So can I go play with him?” Carrie asked.


    Amy looked over her shoulder and out onto the lawn where the now sprawled-out-in-a-blissful-heap terrier resided. “I think Oscar might want to rest for a bit, sweetheart. He ate more than all of us.”


    • • •


    It was past ten, and Caleb was now a wad of ooze in Lorraine’s arms. Carrie had apparently swallowed her pride and decided that her brother was on to something because she too looked equally sedated in her father’s arms.


    Dessert never made an appearance and was happily replaced with more beer and wine. The porch lights were on and did a fairly decent job of allowing more than silhouettes to be visible to one another.


    “My goodness, that’s awful,” Lorraine said. “What a terrible way to start your weekend.”


    “Tell me about it,” Amy replied. “I wanted to leave.”


    Norman shifted in his seat and scratched his bald head. “And you’ve never met these two men before today?” he asked.


    “Nope,” Patrick said. “I met the Arty guy for the first time at the gas station, and then we saw him later at the pizza place with the whole doll and candy debacle. But this guy Amy ran into at the supermarket was something completely unrelated. And the bastard must have been following her from the moment she arrived at Giant. How else would he have known which car was she was driving so he could play his hilarious little game with the rice on the windshield?”


    Amy nodded at Patrick, sipped her beer, and said, “We encountered a doll-loving weirdo and a rice-giving pervert before we even had a chance to get unpacked.”


    “That’s awful,” Lorraine said again. “My goodness, how long have we been coming up here, Norm? Twenty years? We’ve never met any characters like that.”


    Norman nodded emphatically. “On the contrary, everyone here tends to be too friendly.”


    “Yeah, well, we always felt the same way,” Patrick said. “It’s one of the reasons we love it out here so much.” He took a swig of beer. “Don’t know what happened this time though. Bad luck I suppose.”


    “It was a freak occurrence,” Norman said, raising his beer bottle. “The important thing is that you’re safe now and you’ve got a lovely weekend ahead of you.”


    Only Patrick and Lorraine raised their drink with him. Amy just gave a weak smile then sipped her beer as though it was a pacifier.


    “You don’t agree?” Norman asked her.


    She shrugged. “I guess…” She took another sip. “I think I’m just still rattled about the idea of that pervert at Giant following me without my realizing it. And of course there’s this Arty character and his interaction with my daughter.” Another sip. “I mean the creep even knows where we’re staying for Christ’s sake. Patrick told him.”


    Patrick frowned. “Honey, the guy called this place Crater Lake. And that was after I’d already told him the correct name. Hell, I’ll bet he probably forgot it again the minute he left the station.”


    “But he was right there at the restaurant with us an hour later, trading a blue lollipop for a fucking doll.” She looked away, disgusted.


    Norman and Lorraine exchanged an uneasy glance.


    “I’m not saying it isn’t bizarre, Amy—it is—I’m just saying that with a wife, in-laws, and twins on his plate, I doubt the guy’s got any time to pop in for a surprise visit, if he happens to remember the name of the lake.”


    Amy took a deep pull from her beer.


    “Come on, honey,” Patrick began, “we’ve already been over this. I hate what happened too, but it’s done, right? We need to put it behind us now.”


    Norman leaned to his right and rubbed Amy’s shoulder. “Here, here,” he said. “Just dumb luck is all it was.” He then smiled and added, “Besides, you’ve got Oscar to protect you now.”


    All four adults looked out onto the grass where the still-heavily stuffed and clinically zonked Oscar hadn’t moved for the past two hours.


    “Great,” Amy said. “I feel safer already.”


    • • •


    Over an hour had passed before Amy and Patrick were able to crawl under the sheets together.


    Inching over, Patrick placed his lips on Amy’s neck and mumbled into her warm flesh. “You better not be ready to go to sleep just yet.”


    “You’re not tired?” she asked.


    “Does it feel like I’m tired?”


    Amy reached under the sheets and touched the front of her husband’s boxer shorts. “Oh my,” she said. “No, I would say you’re, or should I say, he’s wide awake.”


    They both chuckled. Amy rolled over on top of her husband and began kissing his chest, periodically darting her tongue in and out, flicking his nipples. “Although I’m not sure I gave a good enough inspection,” she said, her tongue sliding down his torso towards his waist. “Perhaps I should take a closer look?”


    “I, I mean he, would like that very much.”


    • • •


    In the twelve years they had been married there was one undeniable truth both Amy and Patrick could never deny: their sex life was amazing. As incredulous as it sounded to other couples in the same chronological boat, their physical attraction and passion for one another had never once dimmed from the first time they’d touched each other’s skin. Tonight’s marathon of intensity proved to extend that streak even further.


    “I think I’m done for now, baby,” Amy said. She was on top, Patrick still inside her (the sheets long since discarded in a heap on the floor), and panting heavily, perspiration rimming her hairline. “I’m starting to get a little sore.”


    “You okay?” he asked between pants of his own.


    She leaned down and began kissing him, pausing and breathing hard between each kiss to say, “I came twice.” Kiss. “Yes, I’m okay.” Kiss. “I’m very okay.” Kiss. “I think I just need some healing time if we’re ever going to do it again on this trip.” Kiss.


    Patrick laughed and said, “Okay, dismount.”


    She giggled and slowly pushed herself off. He leaned forward and wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her onto her side and close to him so they could spoon into one another. He kissed her softly on the nape of her neck. “I love you,” he said.


    Amy reached back and rubbed his leg. “I love you too.” She took a deep breath into her nose, and let it filter out slow and heavy through her mouth—any previous anxieties gratefully expelled with her therapeutic sigh. She felt her eyelids getting heavy. “We better pull the sheets back onto the bed,” she said. “If the kids come in…”


    “Good idea,” Patrick mumbled, his eyes already closed. “You do that.”


    “Such a gentleman,” she replied, gently slapping his leg.


    Amy sat up and reached over the side of the bed. She glanced outside through the bedroom window and saw the man with the shaved head staring back at her. She screamed louder than she’d ever done before in her life.




    10


    Patrick and Amy sat huddled together on the steps of their front porch waiting for the local sheriff to arrive. They each gripped a mug of tea prepared by Lorraine who was now next door keeping an eye on Carrie and Caleb until matters could be resolved. Norman stood next to the seated couple.


    “I think this might be him,” Norman said, pointing out in the distance towards a pair of headlights entering Crescent Lake. Seconds later the flashing red and blue left zero doubt.


    “It only took him half an hour,” Amy said. Her bitter sarcasm was anything but subtle.


    “Not much ever happens around here, Amy,” Norman said. “Heck, it’s just the one sheriff and a couple of deputies patrolling the area. Guess they figure they can take their time.”


    Amy had been chatting up a nervous storm the entire time they waited for the sheriff. She fired out questions, each one flowing immediately into the next, giving neither man a chance to answer. This was oddly appropriate; neither man had answers.


    Patrick’s behavior on the porch was the opposite of his wife’s. His rage for what Amy had seen in their bedroom window was consuming him and had taken hold of his tongue. He had stormed outside immediately after the incident, keen on a confrontation. After several minutes of fruitless searching, he eventually broke down and phoned the police. And now, having no other option but to sit and wait (while the son of a bitch in the window was being given ample time to get away), he felt as if a sea of bile was burning holes in his stomach.


    The sheriff’s car rolled to a stop in front of the cabin. The flashing red and blue continued their show while the sheriff exited the car and began his walk to the cabin.


    “You the Lamberts?” he called, still a good ten feet from the couple.


    Amy and Patrick set their mugs to one side, stepped down and walked a few feet forward. The porch held two lanterns on either side of the front door, each one powerful enough to cast a decent light onto the sheriff as he came into view. He was in full uniform, right down to the wide-brimmed hat. His pallid skin was heavily wrinkled, eyes dark and narrow. A long, thick gray mustache touched both corners of his chin. His physique was the odd combination of skinny and fat: a sunken chest, pipe cleaner arms, and a belly that bubbled and hung over his belt.


    “Yes,” Patrick said as he extended his hand. “I’m Patrick. This is my wife, Amy.”


    The sheriff took Patrick’s hand and gave it a half-hearted shake while looking in Norman’s direction. “That you, Norm?” he asked.


    Norman nodded and gave a small obligatory smile, discouraging drawn-out pleasantries. Patrick was grateful.


    “How’s Lorraine?”


    “She’s fine.”


    The sheriff nodded then turned his full attention to Patrick and Amy. “So who can tell me what happened here tonight?”


    • • •


    Amy and Patrick took turns relaying the bizarre events that took place earlier in the day—Patrick when it came to the incidents with Arty, Amy when it came to the man with the shaved head at the supermarket. When the telling of events ultimately arrived at the episode with the man at the window, Amy took over entirely.


    “And I glanced up at the window for a few seconds and he was there…staring at me,” she said.


    “And you’re sure it was the man you saw earlier in the supermarket?” the sheriff asked.


    “Positive,” Amy said.


    The sheriff fixed on Patrick. “And you say you ran outside after the guy?”


    “That’s right.”


    “But you didn’t find anyone.”


    “No.”


    The sheriff went back to Amy. “And you’re absolutely sure you saw a man in your window?”


    Amy looked at the sheriff as though he’d told an offensive joke. “Yes, I’m sure.”


    The sheriff showed Amy both palms in a placating manner. “Okay, okay, I’m just suggesting that after the ordeal at the market today, maybe this guy’s face might have been on your mind some. Maybe caused you to see something that wasn’t really there.”


    “I just got finished making love to my husband. I can assure you that creep’s face was not on my mind.”


    Norman blushed at Amy’s comment, bit back a smile and looked away.


    The sheriff’s reaction was similar but different. He too blushed, but there was no smile to fight; he seemed flustered by Amy’s bluntness, avoiding eye contact when he said, “Okay, ma’am, I’m just here trying to put your mind at ease, that’s all.”


    “Well you’re accusing me of not seeing something that I know I saw.”


    Another placating gesture of the hands. “Okay, okay…”


    “So what now?” Patrick asked.


    The sheriff answered Patrick by addressing Amy. “You mind showing me which window you spotted him in, miss?”


    “It would be my pleasure.”


    Amy led the sheriff around the side of the cabin with Patrick and Norm close behind.


    “Here.” She pointed to the only window of the cabin that looked directly into their bedroom. “Right here.”


    The sheriff looked into the window for a brief moment, then squatted down into a catcher’s stance, grunting the whole way. He pulled the flashlight from his belt and waved it along the ground for several seconds before mumbling, “Huh.”


    “What?” Patrick asked.


    The sheriff remained squatting, still shining the flashlight on the ground. “Kinda muddy.”


    “So?” Amy said.


    The sheriff glanced up at Amy, a mild look of annoyance now trumping the uncomfortable berth he’d initially given her. When he brought his attention back down to the ground, he proceeded to wave the flashlight over the muddy grass in slow, deliberate circles. “I can’t make out a shoe print. Can you?” he asked.


    Patrick squatted down next to the sheriff. “Can I borrow that?” he asked, nodding his head towards the flashlight.


    The sheriff seemed reluctant, but eventually clicked his teeth and said, “Sure thing.”


    Patrick took the flashlight, waved the cylinder of light over the area beneath the window. He saw nothing that resembled the tread of a shoe or a boot, but he did see something. “There’s a few indentations here,” he said. “It kind of looks like the earth was pressed flat in spots. Maybe he was barefoot?”


    The sheriff stood slowly upright, groaning more so than he’d done during his descent. “Perhaps,” he said. “But I can’t see a man running around out here without a pair of shoes on. Wooded area like this would tear his feet to bits. Hardly worth it for a little peepshow.”


    Amy made no attempt to hide her disgust over the sheriff’s choice of words.


    Patrick stood and handed the flashlight back to the sheriff. “So then how do you explain what my wife saw?”


    The sheriff clicked off the flashlight, hooked it back onto his belt, and let out a long sigh, the delay in his response seemingly intentional, as though he considered his wisdom a privilege, worth the wait.


    “Can’t say for sure,” he finally said. He faced Amy. “It’s obvious you’re quite upset, miss. And I don’t doubt your word. If you’re friends with Lorraine and Norm here then I’m sure you’re decent folks who would have no reason to make up such a story.” He turned back to Patrick. “You say you went out after the guy.”


    “Yeah, I told you that.”


    “How soon?”


    “What?”


    The sheriff enunciated slowly. “After your wife spotted the man, how soon after did you go out looking for him?”


    Patrick struggled for a quick response. The sheriff’s patronizing tone made him feel guilty for some reason. “I don’t know—a minute maybe? I had to throw on some pants and shoes first.”


    “And you say you never saw the guy in the window to begin with? Nobody was there when you looked?”


    “That’s right.”


    “But you still went out anyway.”


    “Absolutely. I trust my wife.”


    “How long did you look for him again?” The sheriff didn’t look at Patrick when he spoke; his flashlight was out again, waving about their surroundings, more obligatory than necessary.


    “I don’t know—a few minutes? I kind of ran the perimeter of the cabin a few times, then wandered further out.”


    “But you never saw anyone.”


    Patrick gritted his teeth and steadied himself. “No.”


    The sheriff looked at Norman. “What about you, Norm? You see anything out of the ordinary?”


    “Lorraine and I were asleep.”


    The sheriff nodded once and clicked the flashlight off. A brief moment of silence followed. The cacophony of chirps and clicks from the surrounding nightlife echoed throughout the dark surroundings. Such sounds were usually demoted to white noise after only a few minutes of exposure, but now they seemed intent on rising above their disregarded status in a bid to set an ominous mood for current events.


    “Well,” the sheriff finally said, holstering the flashlight again, adjusting his wide-brimmed hat, “I’ve got all your information. I’ll alert my deputies to keep an eye out for anyone fitting the description you gave me, and I’ll send a cruiser out periodically this weekend to do a brief check around the area. My guess is that if there was a guy here then he’s long gone by now, especially when he saw a big fella like this coming after him.” The sheriff smiled and patted Patrick on his upper arm, finishing with a firm squeeze. Patrick flashed on Arty’s similar gesture at the gas station and this time he yanked his arm free. The sheriff dropped his smile and stared. Patrick instantly regretted his action. Not because the sheriff was a good guy (he seemed like an asshole), but because his ego still regretted the physical liberty Arty had taken with him. And of course, the sheriff was law—that was a big one too.


    “I’m sorry,” Patrick immediately said. “I’m just…I guess I’m just frustrated. I’m very sorry, sheriff. I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


    The sheriff slowly put his smile back on. “That’s alright, son. You’ve had a heck of a night. Can’t blame a man for getting frustrated when it comes to protecting his family.”


    Patrick smiled and nodded a silent thank you.


    The sheriff turned to Norman. “Nice seeing you again, Norm.” He looked at Amy, tugged the brim of his hat and said, “You take care now, folks.” He did not look back at Patrick.


    The sheriff sauntered back to his vehicle with all the urgency of a man out for a midnight stroll, painfully obvious to Patrick that the sheriff had felt his time had been wasted, that he was eager to get back to the station so he could put his feet up and continue watching his belly grow.


    Giving a final wave over his shoulder before oozing into the driver’s seat, the sheriff started his engine and left.


    “Asshole,” Amy said once the flashing red and blue were colored dots in the distance. “Is he always like that, Norm?”


    “Can’t say. I’ve only met him at picnics and community gatherings and such. He seemed okay there. This was the first time I ever saw him on the job. Seemed a bit condescending at times, didn’t he?”


    “And then some,” Amy said. She turned to Patrick. He looked strange. “Patrick? You alright?”


    “Yeah,” he said a little too quickly, shaking himself from the blender of thoughts in his head. “Yeah, I’m fine.”


    Amy did not seem convinced. “You believe me, right?” she asked. “You believe I saw someone? The guy with the shaved head from Giant? You do believe I saw him outside our window right?”


    Patrick did believe her. Initially. Now he was unsure. He knew how upset his wife had been earlier, and he knew that if you coupled that fact with the dark and relatively unfamiliar environment they were in, it was very possible that she did see something that wasn’t there—a cruel but common trick of the eyes.


    And then there was the evidence. There was none. No shoe prints in the mud, no sign of the guy when he ran outside after him. As much as it pained Patrick to even consider it, maybe the asshole sheriff had been spot-on in his assumption that what Amy truly saw was an image of a man locked away in the recesses of her mind—unwillingly set free for a fleeting moment when her guard was down.


    Still, Patrick was smart enough to know that betraying Amy’s trust was about as wise as pissing off Lorena Bobbitt, so he prayed his uncertain response gave authenticity. “Of course I do. I’m just flustered right now, that’s all. That sheriff was a dick.”


    To Patrick’s delight, Amy did not appear to second-guess his response. She just walked over and put her arms around him in a tight embrace. He hugged her back and kissed the top of her head.


    “Would you like Lorraine and I to keep the kids for tonight?” Norman asked.


    “Would you mind?” Amy said, pulling away from her husband and facing Norman. “I’d hate to wake them again. Plus it kind of makes me feel better to know they’re not…I don’t know…at the cabin he was looking in.”


    “Wait, wait,” Patrick said. “I’m not too sure about that. Maybe it’s best if the kids are with us.”


    Amy repeated herself, adamant. “I don’t want to wake them again. And I don’t want them to be in the same cabin that he was—”


    Patrick held up a hand. “Fine.”


    “What will happen tomorrow?” Norman asked.


    Amy gave an uncertain shrug. “I guess we’ll figure that out tomorrow. But don’t be surprised if you find us leaving first thing in the morning. As for right now I’m just thinking about…” She sighed. “I don’t know what I’m thinking.” She looked at Patrick. “Maybe we should wake them.” She looked back at Norm and sighed again. “I don’t know…I’m not making any sense, am I?”


    “No, you are,” Norman said. “I’d be confused and uncertain too. It’s completely understandable.”


    “You’re sure you don’t mind keeping the kids for tonight?” she asked again.


    “Absolutely not. You know we love having them. You two go on in and try and get some sleep.”


    Amy snorted. “Right.”


    “We’ll bring the kids over first thing in the morning when they wake,” Norman said.


    “Thanks, Norm,” Patrick said.


    Norman stepped forward and gave them each a hearty hug. “We’ll see you in the morning. Goodnight.” He flashed a reassuring smile, turned and headed back towards his cabin.


    Patrick took Amy’s hand and gave her a gentle pull. “Come on, honey, let’s go inside.”


    They were a few feet from the back entrance when Oscar appeared, wagging his tail and whining for affection.


    “And where the hell were you during all this?” Amy said.


    • • •


    Jim had watched every second of the aftermath unfold. He was only fifty yards away during the sheriff’s entire stay—nestled safely behind an enormous oak at the rear of the Lambert’s cabin.


    His feet did ache, but the two thick pairs of wool socks he wore dulled the sharp edges that jabbed into his soles when he fled from the window.


    Watching the couple fuck had proved arousing. But that show was a mere bonus. Anticipation had been the true culprit for the thumping in his heart and the tickling in his groin—waiting for that sweet, sweet moment when Amy (he knew her name now; he heard it spoken from behind the oak) would spot none other than his face leering back at her from the bedroom window.


    The game was officially gaining momentum.




    11


    Arty was nursing a beer when Jim entered the bar. It was nearly 2:00 A.M., and in this particular dive that meant the remaining patrons were still around for two reasons: sex or a fight. Or both. Arty was the exception. He was waiting for his brother to arrive so he could find out how his solo venture at Crescent Lake had gone.


    “It’s about time,” Arty said as his brother took a stool next to him. “Any problems?”


    “Nah—I wore the socks like you said. No serious prints or anything. My feet hurt though.”


    “Can’t make an omelet.”


    “Yeah.”


    Arty slid a bottle of beer over to his brother. “It might be a little warm. I didn’t think you’d be this late.”


    Jim took the beer and sipped it. “It’s fine.” He took another swig. “I planned on getting here sooner, but I was enjoying myself a bit too much I suppose.”


    Arty laughed and sipped from his own beer. “Tomorrow’s going to be a good day.”


    Jim looked off into one of his thoughts for a moment, a smile on his face that managed both malice and delight. When he returned he quivered and shook his head hard as if trying to wake himself up. “I think I need a shot. You want one?”


    “No, let’s get out of here. There’s some big inbred fuckers at the end of the bar who were giving me shit earlier.”


    Jim looked past his brother, down the length of the bar. Three big men stared back with drunken, arrogant smirks. Two slovenly women accompanied them.


    “Those big hicks? What’d they do?”


    “Just said some shit. Took some cheap shots because I was on my own. Thought I was an easy victim. Trying to impress those pigs with them I guess.”


    Jim was adamant. He continued to stare at the three men as he spoke to his brother. “Well fuck them—I’m not leaving because those hillbillies are looking to start something. Let them fucking try.”


    Arty put his hand on his brother’s forearm. It was as solid as a baseball bat from the angry grip he had on his beer. “We don’t want to draw any attention to ourselves, bro. Two guys from out of town fighting with locals will put a beacon on our backs. It’s nearly closing time—let’s just let it go and leave.”


    Jim watched the three men lean in and whisper to one another. The shift in their body language said it all. “They’re not gonna let us leave here without a fight, Arty.”


    Arty glanced down the end of the bar and saw exactly what his brother saw. The three men were fidgeting, psyching themselves up. “Well if it comes to that I’ve got a back up plan I took care of earlier.”


    “What plan?”


    Arty didn’t answer; his attention was now locked on the three men approaching them. The largest of the three took lead with the remaining two close behind. The leader stood well over six feet and carried significant bulk. His torso was covered in flannel and his thick legs were wrapped in faded denim that ended with a pair of giant construction boots. His greasy hair was long, tangled, and ink black.


    “So your girl finally showed up, huh?” the leader asked Arty, his two friends standing behind him, arms folded, grinning at the insult. They were both shorter than the leader but carried similar girth and attire. The one on the left was slick bald with a scar running through his left eyebrow. The one on the right sported the same greasy black hair as the leader in addition to a heavy goatee.


    Jim went to stand up, but Arty grabbed his shoulder and guided him back down onto the stool. “We were just on our way out,” Arty said.


    “No, not yet you’re not,” the leader said. He gulped the last of his beer then slammed the empty bottle down onto the bar.


    That was when Arty and Jim first spotted the ring. It was silver and huge and practically engulfed the man’s thick ring finger. A skull was engraved into it.


    “Before you leave I’d like you to buy us all a couple of rounds.” The man motioned to his friends on either side of him, then to the giggling girls at the end of the bar who seemed to be enjoying every second of the show.


    “We’re not buying you a round,” Jim said.


    “No?” the leader said. “Why not?” He extended his arm and knocked over Arty’s beer, the remains gradually pumping their way out through the brown neck of the bottle, spreading into a small pool on the counter, then finally a slow drip over the edge of the bar.


    Arty glanced down at his spilt beer then looked straight ahead. He had a strange calm over him that didn’t seem to fit under the given circumstances. The leader seemed to sense this too; a look of both confusion and anger meshed on his thick brow. The man inched closer, made a tight fist, rested it on the bar so that both brothers could swoon over it in all its destructive glory.


    “Nice ring,” Arty said without even looking at it. He was still staring straight ahead, still inappropriately cool. “Very original.”


    The leader’s brow furrowed some more. Arty’s sarcasm would have been evident to most, but to this man it proved cumbersome. His response was primitive: he opened his fist and closed it again, tighter this time, the skull ring jutting forward like an extra silver knuckle.


    A moment followed where no one spoke. A country song was crooning from the speakers overhead. The bartender—who seemed content to keep his back to the affair—clinked and clanked an array of glasses in the square tub of blue liquid next to the bar’s sink. The drunken gibberish from the remaining patrons—all aging, defeated men, oblivious to anything around them but the unfair world—periodically rose over the country singer’s voice whenever they made frustrated, incoherent shouts to all that might listen.


    “Oh for fuck’s sake!” Jim finally blurted, kicking back his stool. “You know what? We will buy you some drinks. In fact we’ll buy you lots of drinks. You know why? Because the way I see it, you’re gonna need some thick fucking beer goggles in order to fuck those two pigs you got over there.”


    The leader didn’t hesitate. He pummeled his right fist deep into Arty’s cheekbone, the sound like a mallet cracking meat. The silver ring cut deep into Arty’s flesh and sent him reeling backwards into his brother. Jim caught Arty and quickly tried standing him upright, but Arty’s legs were gone from the punch, buckling in all directions every time his feet touched the floor.


    Jim opted to drag Arty backward to place him into one of the booths so he could free up his hands for an attack. Arty, however, proved coherent enough to sense what his brother was attempting to do and turned into him.


    “No! Jim, no!” Arty yelled, gripping his brother’s shoulders, stopping his momentum.


    “Yeah, Jim,” the leader laughed, “listen to your girl.”


    “Fuck you, you fucking inbred hick!” Jim spat over Arty’s shoulder.


    The leader stepped forward and Arty pushed Jim back towards the door. “We’re leaving,” Arty said.


    The three men were all laughing in unison now. And as Arty gave Jim one final push out the door, he turned over his shoulder and locked eyes with the big man with the silver skull ring. Arty smirked, winked, and was gone. And the big man with the silver skull ring instantly stopped laughing.


    • • •


    3:00 A.M. A battered Ford pickup pulled into an unpaved driveway five miles from the watering hole at which it was recently parked. Loose pebbles crunched beneath the heavy tires before the truck eventually grinded to a stop.


    A large man wearing a big silver ring nearly fell out of the driver’s side. He righted himself, belched loud, then slammed the car door shut before stumbling around the rear of his truck towards the passenger side. The passenger door flung open and a hefty woman reeking of booze and cigarettes fell into his arms, letting out an obnoxious giggle that culminated with a snort. The two instantly locked lips and exchanged a sloppy kiss that missed more than it connected.


    The large man wrapped his arm around the staggering girl and guided her along the short, broken path to the front door of his one-story home—a dwelling that would be aptly described by any passerby as a weather-stained box with a few windows.


    Before entering, the drunken couple paused for a second attempt at a kiss, nearly falling over one another in the effort. The alcohol-induced detriment to their equilibrium succeeded in bringing out another sloppy giggle from the female. The big man leered at his drunken catch then turned back towards the front door. He closed one eye (there were now two doorknobs for some reason) and fumbled and scraped his key along the lock’s plate until it eventually clicked home. A quick turn of the key, a forceful nudge with his shoulder, and the front door swung open allowing the big man to guide his catch inside. That was the last thing the big man remembered for almost thirty minutes.


    • • •


    The big man felt the headache before his eyes fluttered open. When his vision settled, he made out two men standing in front of him. It took him a few seconds, but he soon remembered who these two men were. One of the men was sporting an impressive wound on his cheek—a wound that he himself had given him.


    The large man sprang to attention, but instant resistance seized his entire body, the confines of the ropes that bound him to the chair biting into his skin. He struggled briefly against the binds, but soon quit when he could not detect even the slightest bit of slack in their coiled grip.


    “Careless fool,” the man with the wound on his cheek said. “You left your wallet open for damn near five minutes when you bought a round for that pig you brought home with you.”


    The big man blinked several times; nothing this man was saying made any sense. His head ached at its base from where he had been struck upon entering his home, and the more he thought, the more it ached. He went to speak against the wadded cloth that was taped inside his mouth, but only panicked, muffled words escaped.


    “Your license, genius,” the man with the welt said. “It was sticking out of your wallet like a hard-on. Meatheads like you are so fucking predictable. I knew you’d eventually start trouble with us tonight. I guess you can say I like to plan ahead.”


    The large man’s eyes stopped blinking. He understood now. He struggled again for a brief moment—more a show of bravado than any attempt at escape—and then stopped. He tried another muffled shout, but its futility was heightened more by the pain the effort was causing his head. He resigned entirely and his shoulders slumped, a long strained sigh flapped out of his nose like a snore.


    “Now,” the man with the welt said. “How ’bout we get a look at that ring of yours? I mean it’s such a cool ring after all. A skull. It’s just so rebellious and dangerous. Scary even. You must be a real outlaw to wear a ring like that, yeah?”


    The man with the welt’s accomplice, a stocky man with black eyes and a shaved head, stepped forward, past the man with the welt. He squatted down into a catcher’s stance so he could study the ring on the big man’s hand that was strapped to the arm of the chair. “This is cool,” the man with the shaved head said as he fingered the ring. He looked over his shoulder at the man with the welt. “Very scary.”


    “Well I can’t see it too well from back here,” the man with the welt said. “Can you bring it over to me?”


    “I can try.” The man with the shaved head put on a melodramatic display as he grunted and groaned, trying (but not trying) to remove the ring from the man’s thick fingers. “Won’t budge, bro,” he said. “It’s stuck fast.”


    The man with the welt continued in the vein of his friend’s theatrics with an exaggerated frown and sigh. Taking a few steps forward, he squatted down next to the man with the shaved head. “Let me have a try,” he said.


    The man with the welt took hold of the large man’s ring finger and violently jerked it to its left. There was an exceptional crack like a branch being snapped in two. The large man cried out through his gag, the cloth muffling the sound but not the intensity.


    “Did that get it?” the man with the shaved head asked.


    “Nope. Still on there,” the man with the welt replied.


    “Better try again.”


    The man with the welt took hold of the broken finger and now jerked it to its right. No crack this time, just a grinding noise like popcorn kernels being munched. The large man’s cries were long drawn-out moans now, the pain shockingly worse than before.


    “Anything?” the man with the shaved head asked.


    “Still nothing,” the man with the welt complained.


    The man with the shaved head huffed, stood up, and exited the room. He returned moments later carrying a large kitchen knife, a good portion of it coated in dark, wet red. The big man’s eyes widened when he saw the bloodied knife.


    “Ah, don’t worry about her, big fella,” the man with the shaved head said. He looked at the knife as he spoke, rotating it back and forth in his hand, studying it. “We made it fairly quick. Still, a pig like that’s gonna take a lot of sticking before she eventually stops squealing, yeah?” He laughed and shook his head without a trace of sympathy. “Poor fat slut was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


    The man with the shaved head handed the kitchen knife down to the man with the welt who was still squatting in front of the big man, his calm, almost lazy eyes never leaving the big man’s panicked, unblinking pair. His confident smirk never waning. The same confident smirk he’d flashed at the large man before exiting the bar after the fight. Admittedly, that smirk had caused the large man a brief hint of concern as they left the scene. Now it terrified him.


    “Okay,” the man with the welt announced. He took firm hold of the twisted ring finger in one hand, and tapped the flat of the blade against the big man’s forehead with the other, clucking his tongue with each tap like a metronome. “Let’s see if we can’t get that scary ring off once and for all.”




    12


    Patrick and Amy were awake but still in bed. The sun had just come up.


    “How’d you sleep?” Patrick asked.


    Amy was resting her head on his chest while he stroked her hair. She waited a few seconds before responding. “About as well as I could given the circumstances. How about you?”


    “Okay I guess,” he said.


    What followed was a brief silence Patrick utilized to prepare for what he felt was the inevitable question to come.


    “You don’t believe me do you?” she asked. Her head was still on his chest, her query was soft.


    Patrick hadn’t dared voice any of his skepticism last night; his wife’s rage would have made arguing his case nigh on impossible. But now, after some sleep, and a chance to reflect without a condescending local sheriff to answer to, Patrick felt that maybe his wife would be a bit more receptive to what he had to say.


    “I’ll never doubt you, baby,” he said. “You tell me the earth is flat and the moon is made of cheese, and I’ll stand up in court and swear under oath that my wife is telling the absolute truth.” He heard her laugh softly through her nose, her head still resting on his chest. “And I still don’t doubt that you saw something in that window.” He took a breath, ready to take the leap. “But I do know a few things. I know that what happened at Giant with that perverted asshole was a big deal, and that it upset you big time. I know that we had a bunch of drinks over at Norm and Lorraine’s. I know that sometimes the dark can play tricks on our eyes. And I know that since we’ve been up here we’ve experienced an odd incident or two to say the fucking least.”


    Another small laugh through her nose. She wasn’t angry yet. That was good. Proceed.


    “Am I saying you’re lying? Of course not. I believe you saw what you say you saw. However, I think it’s possible that maybe, maybe, your eyes were just having a little fun with you last night.”


    Patrick braced himself, expecting his wife to launch herself off of his chest and begin her attack. To his surprise (and relief) she did not. She didn’t even flinch. She just sighed deeply and said, “I could have sworn…”


    Patrick stroked her hair some more, his hand then moving down to her neck where he began kneading it.


    “Again, I don’t doubt you saw something, honey, I truly don’t. When I was about eleven I saw Friday the 13th Part 2.”


    She lifted her head off his chest. “What?”


    “Let me finish,” he said.


    She dropped her head back down.


    “This was the one before Jason—the killer—”


    “Yeah, I know who Jason is.”


    He tweaked her ear lobe. “Anyway…this is the one before Jason started wearing the hockey mask. Instead he wore a burlap sack over his head with only one eye hole—something I found a hell of a lot creepier than a hockey mask. It reminded me of the hood The Elephant Man wore over his head—another film that gave me the willies when I was a kid because I couldn’t appreciate what a great movie it was at the time. As a kid all I saw was some horribly deformed man wearing a scary hood. And the fact that it was a true story certainly didn’t help matters as far as I was concerned.


    “But Friday the 13th? Scared the absolute shit out of me. Jason wasn’t some misunderstood deformed guy like John Merrick, who was as gentle as a kitten. Jason was a ruthless killer who was fucking people up with pitchforks and machetes and whatever the hell else he could lay his hands on. It was as if some evil prick who had access to my young mind had said: ‘Hmmm…little Patrick is scared of The Elephant Man. Problem is, the Elephant Man is a nice guy. How ’bout we make a movie with a guy that looks just like The Elephant Man, but, let’s have him be some homicidal lunatic instead. And oh yeah, let’s also make it so the crazy bastard can’t be killed.’”


    Amy gave a short, genuine laugh. Patrick smiled and waited a beat before continuing.


    “So to put it mildly, Friday the 13th Part 2 freaked me the hell out. And you know what? I would have sworn on my mother’s life that every now and then I would wake up in the middle of the night and see that burlap sack with the one eye-hole staring back at me through my bedroom window, sometimes even at the foot of my bed. Even when I closed my eyes tight and opened them, he was still there. And as absolutely terrified as I was, something deep down told me he wasn’t there. Something told me that my eyes were just using that incredibly annoying ability they have to make us see something we just flat-out don’t want to see.”


    Patrick finished his spiel by moving his hand from Amy’s neck to her shoulders. Her position on Patrick’s chest never changed and her breathing never quickened. He continued massaging her shoulders. After a good minute Amy sighed and said, “I love you.”


    Patrick brought his hand back to her neck, gave it a gentle squeeze. “And I love ya back.”


    “I’d turn around kiss you if it wasn’t for your morning breath,” she said.


    “Oh, and your morning breath is an ocean breeze?”


    Amy smiled and began drawing circles with her index finger on Patrick’s bare stomach. “Should we go over and get the kids?”


    “Nah. Norm said he and Lorraine would bring them over. Let’s enjoy a little more solitude while we can.”


    “We could put a movie on if you want,” she said, taking her hand off his chest and pointing to the VCR and television in the far corner of the room. “Do you want me to see if my family has a copy of Friday the 13th Part 2? You know, the one where Jason wears the burlap sack with the one eye hole just like The Elephant Man did? Do you know that one, honey? Not the one with the hockey mask, the one with the burlap—”


    Patrick clawed her ribs and she screamed.




    13


    “Who’s ready to go fishing?” Patrick asked his brood.


    Caleb looked delighted, Carrie looked mildly amused, and Amy looked repulsed.


    “I’m not putting any worms on a hook. And we’re not keeping anything we catch,” Amy said.


    “But what if we catch a beauty? It could be our dinner,” Patrick said.


    Amy closed her eyes and shook her head. “First of all, I prefer my fish to be served to me on a plate, in a restaurant, thank you very much. I am not about to bring one of those smelly things into our cabin and gut it myself.”


    “I’ll gut it. It’ll be—”


    “Second, I doubt there is anything living in that man-made lake that can even remotely pass as being edible.”


    Caleb looked up at his father. Patrick looked back down and rubbed the top of his head. “Don’t listen to her, champ. We’re gonna catch a million of ’em.”


    “A million of what is the question,” Amy said.


    “Can Oscar come?” Carrie piped in.


    “Sure, why not?” Patrick said. “I’m fairly certain he’ll eat anything we catch. He’s like a fuzzy garbage disposal.”


    Carrie burst out laughing. Patrick leaned over and kissed the top of her head. He then asked, “Who’s coming to the bait shop with me?”


    “Me!” Caleb yelled.


    Carrie shook her head. “I want to play with Oscar some more.”


    Patrick looked at Amy. “Do you mind staying here with her, honey?”


    “Not at all. You go buy your slimy worms. Besides I want to make some final arrangements with Lorraine and Norm.” She looked at Carrie and Caleb. “Are you guys excited to go to the movies with the Mitchells tonight?”


    Both kids nodded.


    “Are they taking us to dinner too?” Carrie asked.


    “Yup. Dinner and a movie. Sounds better than the plans your father and I have. We’re just doing dinner.”


    Carrie laughed. Caleb offered his mother and father to come along to the movie. Patrick and Amy exchanged an our-son-is-so-freaking-adorable look, and took turns telling him how thoughtful he was to consider them, but, regrettably, they would have to decline.


    “Alright, brother-man,” Patrick said to his son. “You ready to go buy some worms?”




    14


    For a brief moment Patrick wished his four-year-old son could read for all the wrong reasons: along the road’s edge, leading into the white-graveled lot of the bait shop, a signpost stood tall, announcing one large and crudely painted word to all who drove by.


    BAIT.


    He couldn’t resist saying it anyway. “Think this is the place?”


    Father and son locked eyes in the rearview mirror. Caleb shrugged at his father, wide-eyed and innocent.


    Patrick smiled back. “Nevermind, buddy. This is the place.”


    Caleb leaned forward in his child seat in order to get a solid look at the bait shop. Patrick pulled left into the gravel lot, glanced back and caught his son’s curious expression. He appeared to be taking his father’s sarcastic joke quite literally; Patrick felt sure Caleb’s wary brow was declaring that this didn’t look like any store he had ever seen, Dad.


    The place was a weathered one-story home that doubled as a bait shop. A white wooden porch led to a screen-door entrance. On either side of that screen door were two cloudy windows, each displaying an array of lures that dangled and glimmered from fishing line above the window’s pane like tiny puppets with jewelry.


    To the right of the entrance a rusted porch swing designed for two—likely capable of holding none—swayed lightly from side to side, each sway giving out a metallic groan, as if warning all it would not be held responsible for those crazy enough to deem it fit for sittin’ and, God forbid, swingin’.


    Patrick had expected nothing less from such a place. In fact he’d counted on it. He loved these rustic mom-and-pop spots, and it was the precise reason they were visiting Crescent Lake as opposed to being stretched out on a sandy beach somewhere, sipping margaritas.


    The screen door screeched metal against metal as father and son entered. The interior of the shop had a sharp smell of burnt wood and heavy dust that immediately made Patrick feel like picking his nose. He looked down and spotted Caleb already going at it. “Digging for gold?” he asked his son. Caleb yanked his hand away from his face and shook his head. Patrick smiled and bopped him on the top of the head.


    The layout of the shop was basic. To the right were three rows of shelves that held all things fishing, and to the left was a wooden counter top. Behind it stood an old man who Patrick guessed to be at least eighty. He was short, thin, stoop-shouldered, and wrinkled from head to toe. His head was covered with an old baseball cap decorated with fishing lures. Resting on the bridge of his nose was a pair of thick glasses that doubled the size of his green eyes.


    Yup, Patrick would have been disappointed with anything less—or actually, more.


    “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” the shopkeeper announced. His voice was loud and clear despite his fragile appearance. The magnified green eyes were warm and pleasant.


    “Good afternoon to you too,” Patrick replied.


    The shopkeeper leaned over the counter and looked at Caleb. “Hello down there, young man.”


    Caleb immediately clamped onto Patrick’s leg. The old man laughed.


    “Name’s Edgar,” the elder said, extending his hand. “I’m hoping you folks are aiming to do a little fishing today, ’cause I’m afraid I’m all outta surf boards.”


    Patrick laughed and took the man’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Edgar. And yes, my son and I aim to do a little fishing today.” He looked down at his son, still wrapped to his father’s thigh like a koala to a tree. “Isn’t that right, brother-man?”


    Caleb looked up and nodded, not ready to commit to a smile just yet.


    “So is it some fishing poles you’ll be needing?” Edgar asked. “My selection isn’t too great I’m afraid, but any one of ’em will get the job done.”


    “No, no,” Patrick said. “We’ve got poles. All we need is some—”


    “Bait!” Edgar said.


    Patrick touched the tip of his nose and smiled. “You got it, Edgar.”


    Edgar turned his back to father and son and shuffled down the length of the wooden counter. Just near the wall’s end a large rectangular cooler hummed and lay length-wise along the floor. It reminded Patrick of something you’d find in an old thrift shop, carrying an array of ice cream bars.


    Grunting, the old man bent over and slid open the rectangle’s glass door. He reached in and pulled out a large Styrofoam container shaped like a cylinder.


    “Don’t know why I don’t store these things in something a bit higher up,” Edgar said as he began making his way back down the length of the counter. “I swear every time I bend over to grab something from it I hear the creaks and cracks getting louder and louder. Soon I reckon I’ll be able to play a darn good symphony just standin’ still.”


    Edgar placed the container down onto the counter in front of Patrick, adjusted his cap, and pushed his glasses high up onto his nose. The screen door screeched and banged as someone else entered the shop. Edgar gave a quick look towards the entrance.


    “Be right with you, sir,” he said. He turned back to Patrick. “How do these work for you?”


    “Are they night crawlers?”


    “Yes, sir. Big suckers too. Fish won’t be able to refuse.”


    Caleb tugged on his father’s pant-leg.


    Patrick looked down. “What’s up, bud?”


    Caleb hesitated.


    “You wanna see them?” he asked.


    Caleb shook his head. His brown eyes looked desperate and he was shuffling his feet as though standing on a hot plate.


    “Ah ha,” Patrick said. He looked up at Edgar. “Edgar, you wouldn’t happen to have a restroom here would you?”


    “Sure do.” Edgar smiled in Caleb’s direction. He turned around and snatched a key off the wall behind him. “Gotta go back out the way you came, then around the shop and to the left, past the porch swing.” He handed the key to Patrick.


    “Thanks. We’ll be right back.” He tapped the top of the bait container and smiled. “Keep ’em on ice for us.”


    “Sure thing,” Edgar smiled. “I’m not going anywhere.”


    The screen door screeched and banged again as father and son left.


    • • •


    “And what can I do for you, kind sir?” Edgar asked his most recent customer.


    The customer was a decent-sized man wearing a blue Penn State cap and a white sweatshirt with jeans. He didn’t answer Edgar, merely reached out and took hold of the bait container on the counter.


    Edgar stuttered. “Is…is it bait you’re after, sir? I can get you some from the cooler if you like, but those belong—”


    The man in the Penn State hat cut Edgar off by turning his back to him. When he turned back around a moment later, the man placed the bait container back on the counter, held his index finger up to pursed lips, and breathed a gentle shush.


    Edgar did nothing in return. He stood rooted, unable to comprehend what was happening. Yet there was one thing he was sure about. Nearly three quarters of his eighty years in sales had given him a keen sense for reading people. And something about this man just plain wasn’t right.


    The screen door called out its familiar screech again as Patrick and Caleb reappeared. Patrick handed the key back to Edgar. The man in the Penn State cap took a few steps back and stood behind Patrick and Caleb.


    “Thanks, Edgar,” Patrick said. “How much do we owe you for the bait?”


    Edgar took the key and looked behind father and son at the man in the Penn State cap. The man smirked at Edgar, put his index finger to his lips again, changed the shape of his hand into a gun, pointed it at Edgar, the back of Patrick’s head, and then the back of Caleb’s head, each point followed by an imaginary click from the hammer that was his thumb.


    Edgar swallowed hard and went pale. His blood ran like ice water and he regretfully acknowledged his previous instincts about the stranger. Should he tell the father and son what was happening? Call the police? No. He was a good Christian. If this man did have a gun he could never live with himself if a father and child lost their lives because of some old fool like him. He wouldn’t say a word. He would let the father and child leave peacefully and pray that the stranger didn’t have plans for him once they’d gone.


    “Edgar?” Patrick followed Edgar’s eyes over his shoulder towards the man in the Penn State cap.


    “How are ya?” the man asked Patrick.


    Patrick nodded. “Good thanks.” He looked up at the man’s hat. “You a Penn State fan?”


    The man nodded once. “Die hard.”


    “Good man,” Patrick said with a quick smile. He thought of Arty for a fleeting moment then quickly shook the thought away. He turned back to Edgar. “So how much, Edgar?”


    Edgar said nothing. He was still a pasty white, his magnified eyes skirting and unsteady.


    “Edgar, you okay?”


    Edgar nodded weakly. “Fine,” he said, still avoiding eye contact with Patrick. “Something I ate earlier, I think.” He risked a quick look behind Patrick again. The strange man was laughing silently at his feeble excuse.


    “Oh, okay,” Patrick said. “Maybe pop an Alka-Seltzer when we leave.”


    Edgar nodded fast. “Yeah, good idea.”


    Another moment of pause.


    Patrick smiled. “So, are you going to tell me how much I owe you, Edgar?”


    “On the house.”


    Patrick frowned. “No, no, come on, Edgar, how much?”


    Edgar risked one last peek over Patrick’s shoulder. The stranger shrugged back at Edgar, black eyes wide with amusement.


    “Threevin,” Edgar said fast.


    “What?”


    Edgar cleared his throat. “Three even.”


    Patrick raised an eyebrow, handed Edgar a five and said, “Keep the change.”


    Edgar grunted a thanks and watched Patrick and Caleb leave through the screen door with their container of bait. He waited until their car pulled away before looking at the man in the Penn State cap. He swallowed and steadied his voice. “I have very little cash in the store, mister. But you’re welcome to all of it. Please…”


    “Please what, Edgar?” the stranger said.


    Edgar’s next words were a frightened whisper. “Please don’t shoot me.”


    The stranger burst out laughing and rapped his knuckles on the counter. “Come on, Edgar, man-up! Has time shriveled away both your balls?”


    The stranger reached over the counter and gently pulled Edgar’s cap of lures off his head. The thin hair beneath was gray and oily. Edgar didn’t dare move.


    The stranger turned and flung Edgar’s hat to the floor. He then took his own hat off and scratched the shaved-bald head underneath.


    “I was only having a bit of fun with you, Edgar. Just playing a little game. You like games, right?”


    Edgar nodded, still rooted to the floor, still afraid to even breathe.


    “How about Penn State? Are you a Penn State fan, Edgar?”


    Edgar swallowed, his Adam’s apple pronounced like a thick knuckle.


    The stranger leaned in and placed his blue Penn State cap over Edgar’s head. He left it there for a short moment, smiled, then yanked it down tight over the old man’s head causing him to pitch forward, his glasses falling with a clatter onto the countertop.


    “You are now, right?”


    Edgar’s voice was gone.


    “Right?”


    Edgar nodded quickly.


    The stranger picked up Edgar’s glasses and put them on. “Whoa! Coke bottles!


    You’re damn-near blind aren’t you?” He reached behind his back and withdrew a pistol, held it up in front of Edgar.


    Edgar did have poor vision, but his bad eyes knew a gun when they saw one. He thought of his wife, long since gone, and knew he would be seeing her soon.


    The stranger pointed the gun at Edgar and aimed it just over his head, targeting a wooden bass mounted on the wall behind him. “Hold still now, Edgar; I’d hate to miss the little fishy and hit you instead.”


    Edgar managed a plea. “Please…”


    “Shhhhh…I need to concentrate.” He adjusted Edgar’s glasses. “It’s not easy in these ya know.”


    The stranger slowly lowered the gun off the wooden bass, pointed it directly at Edgar’s face, smirked, and pulled the trigger. The gun clicked. The stranger frowned and pulled the trigger again. And then again. More empty clicks.


    “Well I’ll be a son of…I guess I forgot to load the fucker.”


    Edgar found his breath; it whooshed out of every pore in his body.


    The stranger took the glasses off and placed them on the countertop. He touched the point of the gun gently to Edgar’s nose. “I forgot to load it. That means you’re either very lucky or I’m very stupid. Which one you think it is, Edgar?”


    Edgar felt his bladder fail him. He hardly cared. “I’m very lucky,” he said.


    The stranger smiled. “Yeah, I’d say you are as well. After all, you’ve got a brand new Penn State hat now. This weekend is all about being a Penn State fan.” The stranger dug the point of the revolver into Edgar’s nostril. “I’m going to be coming back here in a couple of days, Edgar. I’ll be back and I won’t forget to load it next time. If you’re not wearing your new Penn State hat when I return I’m going to fire a lot of bullets up this wrinkled nose of yours. Sound fair?”


    Edgar nodded, the gun barrel digging deeper into his nostril with each nod.


    “And you won’t do anything silly like calling the police, will you? Because if you did that, well, jeez…I may just have to come back sooner than later.”


    Edgar shook his head.


    “Promise?”


    Edgar nodded.


    The man pulled the gun away and smiled. “Great. This was fun wasn’t it? It’s fun to play games like this don’t you think?”


    Edgar looked down at his soiled trousers. The stranger’s eyes followed Edgar’s and spotted the stain.


    “Whoopsie,” the stranger said. “I guess accidents like that happen when you get on in years, yeah? Something about the prostate not working the way it used to?” He took hold of Edgar’s neck and pulled him close. “I could check it for you if you like.” He brought the gun over the counter and tapped the barrel against Edgar’s rear. “Might be a little cold going in, but I’m sure we could make it work. What do you say?”


    Edgar swallowed dry and his throat seized up on him. He coughed.


    The stranger let go of Edgar’s neck. “I’m just kidding, Edgar. I was having some fun again.” The stranger then gave a deep, wet snort, and hocked a thick wad of yellow on the counter. “You won’t forget your promise now, will you, Edgar?”


    “No, sir.”


    The stranger smiled and dropped his head. He began swirling the wad of phlegm on the countertop with two fingers, seemingly lost in the moment the way an infant might be distracted by a messy toy.


    A brief silence passed. Edgar’s pulse was in his ears. The stranger just kept his head down, still swirling two fingers in the slime, still in a daze. And then he looked up and casually wiped the phlegm on the front of Edgar’s nose.


    “Some people spit in their hands and shake on a promise,” the stranger said. “I didn’t feel like spitting in my hand. That okay?”


    Edgar nodded, the yellow slime hanging from the tip of his nose.


    “Good.” He then gestured to Edgar’s nose, the countertop of phlegm, the dark stain on Edgar’s paints. “You might wanna get all that cleaned up before the next customer comes in, Edgar. It’s gross.”


    The stranger left, and Edgar collapsed to the floor holding his chest. He wiped his nose then touched the brim of the Penn State cap. He would never take it off again.




    15


    Back in the Highlander Caleb said, “That old man was weird.”


    “You thought so, huh?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I thought he seemed friendly at first,” Patrick said. “But then he did get kinda weird, didn’t he?”


    Caleb nodded.


    Patrick glanced over at the bait container on the passenger seat. He grabbed it and raised it into the air so his son could see. “You wanna open it up and take a look?”


    Caleb quickly shook his head.


    “No?” Patrick smiled.


    Caleb shook his head again.


    “No creepy, crawly critters for Caleb?”


    The boy smiled, but the answer was still an emphatic no.


    Patrick smirked and set the container back down. “Okay…but we’re gonna have to look some time, brother-man.”




    16


    Two wooden docks bordered Crescent Lake, each one extending close to twenty feet out over the water—more than enough distance to cast a decent line into the belly of the lake.


    As the family settled in on the dock closest to their cabin, Amy was skeptical but amused by her husband’s child-like determination for the afternoon’s activity. His enthusiasm for family adventures that held low but harmless odds for success was one of his many charms she loved, finding it irresistibly adorable.


    “Wait and see,” Patrick told her, head down, fiddling with the crank on his fishing pole. “Just wait and see, my poor pessimistic wife.”


    Amy snorted. “I will see, my dear, dopey, delusional husband.”


    “Ah—three. Touché. However I got three in the car with Caleb on the way back from the bait shop. All with the letter C. So that’s actually four if you count his name, which of course I used.”


    “Sorry, four-year-olds don’t make credible witnesses for the absurd, asinine, alliteration affairs you make me take part in,” she said.


    He cast her a sideways glance, raised an eyebrow, looked at the sky for a rebuttal. His shoulders eventually slumped. “I’ve got nothing. Kudos, baby.”


    She took a bow and blew him a kiss.


    “Dad?” Caleb said.


    “What’s up, brother?”


    Caleb looked down at the pole in his hands, to the bait container on his left, and then finally up at his father.


    “I’ma comin’, pal.” Patrick started towards Caleb to help him prepare his hook. He looked at Amy first, smirked and said, “Honey, can you hold my rod while I help Caleb?”


    Amy tilted her head to one side, bit down on her lip, gave her husband a look that read: Darling, that double entendre was so blatantly obvious that it would belittle us both if I even attempted to retort with some equally juvenile quip.


    She took his fishing rod from him all the same, but had released the bite on her lip, no longer capable of fighting off a devilish smirk of her own. Patrick’s smirk remained, a naughty pumping of the eyebrows joining it, adding to their foreplay, the notion that such actions were limited to the bedroom a foreign concept to the couple.


    “Carrie, sweetie, do you want to watch Caleb bait a hook?” Patrick asked his daughter, who was in the process of trying to hold Oscar in her arms for more than two seconds at a stretch before he wiggled out.


    “No,” she said bluntly as she scooped the dog up again, managing three seconds this time.


    “Women,” Patrick said, winking at his son. Caleb winked back and smiled. “Alright, brother-man, dig me out a good one so we can bait that hook of yours, okay?”


    Caleb walked over the wooden planks and picked up the Styrofoam container. His tiny fingers worked at the plastic lid, eventually peeling it off and dropping it to the ground. He looked at the dirt and the slimy critters therein, then back at his father with an uncertain face.


    “They won’t bite, pal, I promise. They’re just a bit slimy.”


    Caleb looked back down at the container, closed his eyes, and dug his little digits in.


    “That’s my boy,” Patrick beamed.


    Caleb withdrew his fingers from the soil and immediately placed his catch into his father’s hand. He would dig and he would grab, but he wasn’t about to hold just yet.


    Patrick laughed and looked down at the worm Caleb had given him. It was exceptionally thick and coated black with soil. He picked it up with his other hand, dusted off the dirt, and spotted a fingernail.


    “Jesus!” Patrick flung the finger away.


    Both Amy and Carrie turned.


    “What?” Amy asked.


    Patrick pointed at what he had just discarded. It was less than two feet from where Amy stood.


    “Is that?” she asked, inching closer, slowly leaning her torso forward to get a better look. “Is that? It is! It is!”


    “What? What is it?” Carrie asked.


    Amy whirled around and blocked her daughter’s view with her body. “Nothing,” she said, shifting from left to right, stopping her daughter from slipping past. “It’s nothing.”


    Oscar, unfortunately, did not see the discarded finger as nothing. He saw it as an appetizer. With one swift motion he trotted towards it, sniffed once, and then gulped it down.


    “Oscar!” Amy cried. “Oscar, no!”


    The dog turned and looked up at Amy with an innocent expression on his face that in dog language would have surely translated to: It was edible, lady. I’m a dog. What’s the problem?


    “Did he eat it?” Patrick asked.


    Amy nodded appallingly, one hand over her mouth.


    “Eat what?” Carrie asked, now breaking her mother’s defense and approaching the dog. “Tell me.”


    Both Patrick and Amy ignored their daughter. Patrick walked over to his wife and placed his lips to her ear. “Please tell me I’m not crazy,” he whispered. “Please tell me that our son didn’t just scoop a finger out of that bait container. And please tell me that mangy little thing didn’t just gobble it up.”


    “You’re not crazy,” Amy whispered back. “That was a fucking finger.”


    Patrick ran a hand through his hair and breathed in. “Okay then—let’s go to obvious question number two, shall we? Why was there a finger in our bait container?”


    “I don’t know, sweetheart,” Amy replied, her tone exceptionally condescending. “Did the man at the bait shop have all ten of his fingers?”


    “Yes, darling,” Patrick replied, matching her tone, “I believe he did.”


    “Well then Jesus, Patrick, you tell me. Was it that stupid lady who tried to sue Wendy’s by putting a severed finger in her chili? You didn’t happen to notice her at the bait shop did you?”


    Patrick burst out laughing.


    “Are you actually laughing? How the hell can this be funny to you?” She splayed her hands, let them slap back down onto her thighs. “I mean for Christ’s sake, what more can possibly go wrong this weekend?”


    “Whoa, wait a minute,” he said, patting the air before putting a finger to his lips. Her outburst was creeping out of PG territory and about to introduce the kids to PG-13 or possibly R. “Let’s not make too big a deal out of this.”


    “No? Our four-year-old son finding a human finger in your container of worms is an everyday thing?” She was losing the fight at keeping her voice a whisper.


    Patrick’s smile from his recent burst of laughter was gone. He now wore a look of concern; he knew that when his wife got started, their kids’ eager ears and a bus full of nuns armed with rulers would not stop one of her profane tirades.


    “Okay, you’re right, I’m sorry.” He put a hand on her shoulder and she instantly shrugged it off. He sighed. “Alright, I’ll go back to the bait shop right now and talk to the owner,” he said.


    “Don’t even bother,” she said. “The thing is in the belly of that stupid dog right now anyway. We would have no proof.”


    “Well someone lost a finger. Maybe it’s someone else who works at the bait shop.”


    “It wasn’t a stupid employee at the bait shop, Patrick. Someone put that finger in our bait container deliberately.”


    “What? Why would someone do that?”


    “Why? I don’t know why. Why would a strange man buy us a tank of gas for no reason and then trade candy to a little girl for a stupid doll? Why would a pervert stalk me in a supermarket then look in on us while we had sex?”


    The whispering was gone, so was the presence of mind to spell out sex (even though he was fairly sure Carrie knew how to spell it). “I thought we decided—”


    “Shut up. Maybe I saw him, and maybe I didn’t. But I did just see that finger, and so did you.”


    “So let me get this straight.” Patrick was still insistent on whispering. “You’re suggesting that one of the two weirdoes we ran into this weekend put that severed finger in our bait container? How and when would they have done that?” Patrick asked.


    “I don’t know but they did.” She turned to Carrie and Caleb.


    “Kids, let’s go. Fishing’s over.”




    17


    “I think this one might be my favorite,” Arty said, getting up from his chair and pushing a tape into the VCR. The image on the TV screen went from black to fuzzy to a woman tied to a chair, facing front. Her surroundings were a small white room as bare as a padded cell. In the far left corner, a solitary lamp sat on the floor providing the only source of light save for the modest one pointing directly at her from atop the video camera recording the incident.


    “Is this the snake one?” Jim asked.


    Arty nodded without taking his eyes off the screen.


    “That fucker was heavy,” Jim added.


    The girl on camera wept softly through her gag. The sound of a door opened off camera. A few labored grunts. The girl’s eyes grew impossibly wide as she screeched through her gag like a wild bird. A circle of urine grew on the front of her blue jeans.


    Jim appeared on camera now, straining and breathing heavily, his perverse grin never fading despite the weight of the enormous python he carried. A few more grunts and the python was eventually draped over the girl’s shoulder and neck, pitching her head forward.


    Arty and Jim watched the film with a delight few knew. At times they became hysterical with laughter; other times they fell mute and gaped wide-eyed with a paradoxical awe at the pleasure and torment they had created.


    When the girl on screen had finally passed out, and when Jim brought her back around by squirting an old-fashioned seltzer bottle into her face in true Three Stooges fashion, the two brothers nearly fell out of their chairs.


    “I’d forgotten all about that!” Arty cried.


    Jim jumped out of his chair, turned to his brother, and wiped alternating hands down his shaved head while spewing “nyuck” after “nyuck” from the side of his mouth—a spot-on impersonation of the late Jerome ‘Curly’ Howard that would have been worthy of a standing ovation amongst devoted fans world-wide, all things considered.


    Arty had full-fledged tears dripping from his eyes. He wiped them away, straightened his posture, and donned a playful frown. “Spread out, you knucklehead,” he said in his best Moe voice.


    Jim dropped to the floor, rolled on his side, and began using his legs to spin himself around and around like hands on a clock: a classic Curly Shuffle, complete with “Woo!” after “Woo!” after “Woo!”


    Arty wiped away the last of his tears, bent forward and grabbed a second video from the base of the TV. He tossed the cassette to his brother.


    “Which one’s this?” Jim asked, catching the tape before getting to his feet.


    Arty hit eject, pulled the snake tape out and set it aside. “That’s the one with the yuppie at the bar who wouldn’t shut up about his golf game. The one with the nail gun and the…ahem…new handicap we gave him.”


    Jim smirked before turning his nose up and speaking in a haughty manner. “I’m sorry, Arthur, but that was an absolutely atrocious pun. However, that particular gem of a video is easily in my top three, so I’m willing to let it pass.”


    “Thank you, James,” Arty replied, his tone equally pretentious. “Now toss it back so I can pop it in. In fact, if the mood should strike you, I’ve even got a few more treasures we can peruse after this to truly set a fitting tone for the evening’s festivities that await us.”


    “Bravo, Arthur. Bravo.”




    18


    “We’re still going to dinner I hope?” Patrick asked Amy.


    “I don’t know.”


    “Are you still freaked out about the finger?”


    Amy, who was rifling through random drawers in their bedroom as a means to pacify her mind rather than actually pack, replied, “You’re not?”


    Patrick chuckled. “Not in the slightest. In fact, the more I think about it, the more I question whether the damn thing was real.”


    Amy turned and left a drawer hanging open. “Huh?”


    “Well, we didn’t exactly take it to a lab and get it analyzed, honey. The damn thing was probably a rubber prop or something. Some kid at the bait shop probably slipped it in there as a joke.”


    Amy shut the drawer. “It looked real to me.”


    Patrick raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I see—and you’ve seen how many severed fingers in your lifetime?”


    She folded her arms across her chest and squeezed as if trying to hold onto her convictions. “If it was rubber and not…meat, then why did Oscar eat it?”


    “Because he’s a dog. When I was growing up our dog used to go into the cat’s litter box and eat its shit for Christ’s sake. Dogs are loyal and obedient but not too terribly bright, especially when it comes to choosing their cuisine.”


    Amy looked off past her husband. There was a decent pause before she blinked. “So you think it was a rubber finger then? A stupid prank from a kid?”


    To lie or not to lie, Patrick thought. Amy had a good point about the dog eating meat. Dogs will eat anything, but rubber would have likely been chewed up and spat out. Maybe. Still, the rubber finger theory had come to him in a flash, and if he could, he would have literally patted his own back for thinking so quick on his feet. So for the time being, he would nurture that spontaneous gem he’d concocted, convince his wife it was a rubber finger. A harmless prank.


    As for him? Just ask the hairs on the back of his neck—the ones he was constantly patting down and giving zero chance to rise up and speak freely. Those hairs felt the finger was real. Very real and very fucking mysterious. Because if you suspect the damn thing was real, Patrick (and deep down you do), then we must now address the next two obvious questions, regardless of how hard you’re trying to shove them into the back of your mind:


    Whose finger was it, and how the HELL did it get inside your bait container? It’s not like the Styrofoam had been packed on an assembly line, where quality control might miss a small rodent, some broken glass, the odd finger…


    Did Edgar do it? He would have certainly had enough time to plant the thing when you took Caleb to the bathroom. But hold on, dummy—he had all the time in the world to plant it before you even GOT to the store. So that makes no sense.


    The guy with the Penn State hat? How fucking ironic would THAT be? No. Edgar was there the whole time. I think he would have spoken up if someone put a goddamn finger in our bait container while we were in the bathroom.


    But wait…Edgar WAS acting strange when we returned.


    No. Stop it, dummy. This is absurd. You don’t have any answers and your paranoia is getting the best of you. Certainly understandable given recent events, yes? Yes. You’re being paranoid.


    But there is one thing you do know, isn’t there? You WILL keep sticking with the rubber finger theory, won’t you? You’ll stick to it and make it damn good for Amy’s sake. Solve the mystery on your own time if you want, but for right now, ignorance will be today’s special. In fact, why not take a big serving of what you’ve been feeding Amy? All this crazy shit so far…it has to be nothing but good old-fashioned bad luck, right? HAS to be. Things like this just don’t happen on purpose. No way. So swallow it down and try not to choke, Sherlock.


    “I’m certain it was, baby,” he said. He patted the back of his neck, walked towards Amy, kissed her lightly on the lips. “We have a wonderful night ahead of us. Let’s not let a silly thing like this ruin it.”


    She hugged him tight. “It was a sick joke?”


    He squeezed her back and replied, “It was.”


    “Whoever did it should be beaten.”


    “They should.”


    “We won’t let it ruin our night.”


    “We won’t.”


    “I feel better,” she said.


    “I’m glad.”


    She lifted her head off his chest, looked up and kissed him. “I love you.”


    “You should.”


    • • •


    Amy was wearing a white, form-fitting dress that flaunted every curve of her impressive figure. Her long dark hair was still damp from her recent shower and gave off the combined scent of flowers and fruit.


    She leaned forward at the waist, her stomach flat against the edge of the sink, applying makeup with a critical eye in the bathroom mirror.


    Patrick walked by the bathroom in dark slacks and a white button-down that was neither tucked nor buttoned just yet. He paused when he got a good look at his wife.


    “Sweet mother of…” he drooled. He entered the bathroom, stood behind his wife, and wrapped his arms around her waist.


    Amy put her eyeliner down and smiled at her husband’s reflection. “You like?” she asked.


    “Me love.”


    “I’m gonna blow my hair out the way you like,” she smiled.


    “Mmmmmm…” Patrick leaned in and kissed her neck. “Perhaps we should skip dinner altogether.”


    “What, you didn’t get enough last night?”


    “I will never get enough of you.” He dropped down and sunk his teeth into her butt.


    She let out a yelp, giggled, turned and punched him in the chest. “Get out of here, I need to get ready.”


    As Patrick turned to leave, Carrie and Caleb appeared at the bathroom door. Caleb was holding two flat rocks. He went to hand them to his father but Carrie pushed him aside.


    “I can’t find Oscar,” she said.


    “Carrie, please don’t push your brother like that,” Patrick said.


    Caleb attempted a return shove but Carrie shrugged him off as though he wasn’t there. Her eyes stayed fixed on her father. “He’s been gone since we went fishing. I keep calling for him…”


    Probably off somewhere, barfing up the finger he ate this afternoon, Patrick thought.


    Amy, who had gone back to attending to her face in the mirror said, “He’ll come back when he’s hungry, honey. You and your brother need to get ready to go to the Mitchell’s.”


    Carrie looked down at her attire—a faded Hannah Montana T-shirt and a pair of dirty jeans—then back up at her mother with an odd look. “I am ready.”


    Amy kept one eye on the mirror while the other stole a quick glance at her daughter. “Wouldn’t you rather wear something nicer for the Mitchells?”


    Carrie looked at her clothes again. “No.”


    Patrick stepped out of the bathroom (giving his wife a subtle pat on the bottom as he passed), and approached his son. “Whatcha got there, bud? More rocks for skipping?”


    Caleb nodded eagerly and handed them to his father.


    “Whoa, take a look at these beauties.”


    Caleb beamed.


    “Come on,” Patrick said. “Let’s go out to the lake and skip them before your mom and I take you over to the Mitchell’s.”


    Father and son raced outside. Amy put the eyeliner down and tilted her torso out the bathroom door. “Don’t get dirty!”




    19


    The silver Highlander glided along the main road, north of Crescent Lake. As promised, Amy had blown her hair out in the style Patrick liked so much, and he found it damn difficult to concentrate on the wheel.


    “Edible, baby,” he said, stealing his umpteenth glance. “You are looking absolutely edible.”


    She leaned over and kissed his cheek while he looked out onto the road. “You’re not lookin’ too bad yourself there, sexy.” She ran her fingers down the buttons of his collared shirt.


    Patrick’s white button-down was covered with a jet-black sport coat that accentuated his broad shoulders. His top two buttons were undone (a tie was simply out of the question for Patrick Lambert), and his slacks and polished shoes were the exact color of his sport coat. Even his hair, which usually had the uncanny ability to face all four directions of the globe, was gelled and parted in a neat, trendy fashion, making him look the equal of his wife’s thirty-three years instead of his own thirty-eight.


    “I’m thinking we might stand out once we get to the restaurant, we look so good,” Amy added.


    “We’d stand out anywhere we went, hotness,” he said. “However, both Norm and Lorraine insisted this place was pretty snazzy. Of course that won’t change anything. We’ll still be the sexiest couple there.”


    She smirked, kissed his cheek again, then sat back in her seat. “How far?”


    “Twenty minutes, give or take. It shouldn’t be too bad. It’s more than likely we’ll be back before the kids are,” he said.


    Amy instantly leaned back over and squeezed her husband’s shoulder, excited. “Ooh, then you know what we should do? We should take a moon-lit stroll around the lake as soon as we get back.”


    “In these clothes? They’d get filthy,” he said.


    “Since when do you care about something like that?”


    “Thought I’d try and earn some points.”


    “Nice try. We can stop by the cabin first and change.”


    Patrick put a hand over his mouth and gasped. “You mean…get naked?”


    Amy shook her head. “My poor horny husband—so desperately guided by his rampant hormones.”


    “I know all about hormones, you know,” he said.


    “Stop.”


    “I even know how they’re made.”


    “Stop.”


    “Do you know how to make a hormone, honey?”


    She took her hand off his shoulder and sat back in her seat. “You’ve told me this one a million times.”


    “You refuse to pay her.” Patrick grinned at his wife like a schoolboy, always pleased with himself after delivering one of the classics.


    Amy turned away, but smirked out her passenger window. She loved every inch of him.




    20


    Carrie wanted chicken fingers. Caleb wanted a cheeseburger. Lorraine and Norman would eat anything put in front of them if it meant appeasing the Babysitting Gods and keeping the children happy. So the primary goal was as straightforward as straightforward gets: locate a restaurant that serves both chicken fingers and cheeseburgers.


    “I think Charlie’s will have chicken fingers and burgers,” Norman said.


    Lorraine nodded. “I’d bet on it.”


    Norman clapped his hands together. “Alright then. Charlie’s it is.”


    “Who’s Charlie?” Caleb asked.


    Carrie turned to her brother. “He’s the one who makes our food, stupid.”


    “Hey, hey—no name-calling when you’re with us,” Norman said. “Charlie is the owner. The restaurant is named after him.”


    “So then who’s going to cook our food?” Carrie asked.


    “I’m not sure,” Norman said.


    “So it could be Charlie,” Carrie said.


    “I doubt that, sweetheart. I’m sure Charlie hires people to cook for him.”


    “But it could be.”


    Norman chuckled and waved the white flag. “Yes, I suppose it’s possible.”


    Lorraine sipped the remainder of her tea then placed the empty cup on the coffee table. “Are you two excited for the movie?”


    Only Caleb nodded. Carrie decided it wiser to test the pocketbooks of their temporary guardians first. “Can we get popcorn?”


    “Of course,” Norman said. “Can’t have a movie without popcorn.”


    Carrie smiled, tested a bit more. “Can we get candy too?”


    “No candy,” Lorraine said, settling back into the sofa. “It’s bad for your teeth.”


    “That’s what Mom always says.”


    “Well Mom is right. Popcorn will be enough.”


    “Popcorn and soda,” Carrie said firmly. “My mouth will get dry.”


    Lorraine glanced at her husband. He winked at her.


    “We’ll see,” Norman said. “No promises.”


    Carrie seemed to find this response acceptable, wandering out of the Mitchell’s den and into their kitchen. Caleb headed over to the sofa and jumped onto Lorraine’s lap. She let out an unavoidable “OOF!” as soon as the four-year-old landed.


    Caleb appeared to find her slapstick response quite amusing and immediately began flight-preparations for a second launch. Lorraine quickly latched both hands onto his little shoulders, smiled and said, “No, no, sweetie—you’re going to make Mrs. Mitchell pee her pants if you do that again.”




    21


    The same pair of binoculars that had watched the silver Toyota Highlander back out of cabin number eight before exiting Crescent Lake was now watching a light blue Volvo station wagon back out of cabin number ten. Two adults and two children could be identified inside the Volvo.


    “The Volvo folks are the neighbors,” Jim said as he handed the binoculars to Arty. “I’m assuming the kids in back…?”


    Arty took the binoculars and peered through them. Dusk had arrived, but the binoculars were top of the line. “Yup—that’s them.” He motioned for them to move, but stopped suddenly. He turned to his brother, a devilish grin curling upwards onto his face. “Should we say something?” he said. “Should we say something cool, like the guys in those espionage movies do?”


    Jim grinned back. “You mean like, ‘the hatchlings have left the nest.’”


    Arty threw his head back and barked out a single laugh. He then straightened his posture, and, in a similarly deep and serious voice, “The bacon is in the pan.”


    Jim shoved Arty back a step while barking his own laugh. Arty rolled with the shove, invigorated by his brother’s physical exuberance. Arty’s demonstrative love for the game had always been kept on a more composed leash in contrast to Jim’s, who often slipped his leash entirely, Arty the one to catch him before Jim was lost for good—more so lately due to the state of their mother.


    But not tonight. Tonight, Jim’s contagion fueled Arty. Discretion was still paramount of course, always would be; it was what separated them from the rest of the sheep. But tonight Arty and Jim celebrated this stage of foreplay as one, not as individuals. They laughed and shoved one another with equal vigor on that wooded hill above Crescent Lake. Roughhoused and joked like drunken teens on prom night, their dates waiting in the cabins below, virginities ripe for the taking. All they had to do was go down and take it.


    “Come on, my brother…” Arty eventually said, placing one hand on Jim’s shoulder, the other fanning across the darkening landscape. “Let’s go have some fun.”




    22


    The restaurant known as The Walnut Creek Grille had been recommended highly by both Lorraine and Norman, who claimed it was easily the nicest and most romantic place in the area. Amy had embraced their friends’ recommendation without pause, but now grew skeptical as Patrick pulled the Highlander into the strip mall just off Walnut Creek Road.


    “This can’t be it,” she said, ducking down, looking hard through the windshield.


    Patrick drove slowly through the crowded lot. “This is where Norm said it was.”


    “We’re in a strip mall,” she said.


    “You knew that.”


    “Yeah, but I didn’t think it was part of the strip mall. I thought it was detached— like next to it or something.”


    Patrick continued cruising the length of shops. The strip was long and common: a pharmacy; a book store; a pizza place; a barber shop; a video store. So far no Walnut Creek Grille.


    “What does it matter?” he asked.


    “Well, I didn’t get this dressed up so we could eat at Dairy Queen.”


    “Come on, honey,” Patrick said, eyes still fixed on each passing shop as he spoke. “Norm and Lorraine wouldn’t have recommended it if it wasn’t any good.”


    Amy shrugged. “I guess.”


    The rows of shops began bending towards the right. They appeared close to the end.


    “Maybe this isn’t the right place,” Patrick admitted. “I didn’t see it anywhere, did you?”


    Amy said, “Huh, uh.”


    Patrick hung a right and rounded the strip mall’s corner. Both he and Amy shouted: “There!”


    The Walnut Creek Grille was the very last shop, a useful detail Patrick felt Norm could have mentioned earlier.


    “Jinx,” Patrick said after their simultaneous blurt. “You can’t talk until you buy me a martini.”


    “Gay.”


    “Hmmm…already breaking the rules and bigoted?”


    “I have a gay brother. I can say what I want with immunity.”


    “I’m gonna call Eric and ask.”


    “Go ahead. He’ll call you gay himself.”


    Patrick grumbled.


    An empty parking spot was right in front of the restaurant.


    “Ooh, look at this,” Amy said, pointing. “Rock star.”


    “They obviously knew we were coming.”


    Patrick parked the Highlander and the couple got out. Their spot was practically on top of the entrance.


    “You sure this isn’t a handicap spot?” Patrick asked, checking the ground beneath the SUV, searching for even the tiniest hint of blue paint.


    Amy took hold of his arm with both hands and pulled him towards the entrance. “We’re fine, come on.”


    Patrick’s first words when they entered the restaurant were, “Whoa.” He looked at Amy. She looked back, a delighted smile on her face. “Deceptive isn’t it?” he said.


    The exterior of the restaurant was modest. The interior was extravagant, but hardly overt in its accomplishment. It was subtle with its décor and ambience, choosing to embrace the patrons with a sense of warmth and comfort as opposed to flaunting its stature by making them feel privileged to bathe in its presence.


    The restaurant was small and concise. To the right was a bar whose back mirror was lit with a dim, pleasant glow that illuminated rows of top-shelf liquor and cast a faint shine down onto a smooth marble top.


    To the left was the dining area. The surrounding walls held appreciable art and small lamps shaped as ornate candles, lighting the room with a soft touch as if they were the real thing. Waiters and waitresses dressed in posh garb weaved deftly between tables covered in fine cloth and silverware, pouring wine and delivering silver trays of cuisine.


    Directly ahead an attractive male and female host stood behind a wooden podium. Both smiled genuinely as Amy and Patrick approached.


    “Hi,” Patrick said. “Lambert? Party of two?”


    The female glanced down at the appointment book, smiled again and said, “Follow me.”


    • • •


    Their salads had come and gone—Patrick’s a Caesar, Amy’s a garden with fat-free Italian.


    “This place is so nice,” Amy said. She sipped her glass of Pinot and sighed a deep, contented sigh.


    Patrick smiled with his eyes. “Feeling better?” he asked.


    “Much,” she replied. “I had no idea it would be this nice.”


    Patrick sipped his martini. “No, I mean do you feel better about…everything.”


    Amy took another sip of wine. “I don’t think I’ll ever feel better about that.”


    “But you’re feeling a little better, right? A bit more at ease?”


    Amy set her glass down and stared at it for a few seconds before replying. “I don’t think I’m ever going to feel a hundred percent about all that’s happened. On a scale of one to ten, I’d say this sojourn has been a two thus far—this restaurant being the only thing keeping me from rating it a one.”


    Patrick nodded slowly and now it was his turn to look at his drink. He played with the toothpick, spearing his olive multiple times, searching for levity. “Yeah. Still, it’ll make a pretty outlandish story to tell when we get home, won’t it?”


    “Maybe in time we can find the humor in it, but at the moment I’m afraid I just don’t see it,” she said.


    Patrick quickly shook his head. “No, I’m not saying it’s funny, I’m just saying…it’s over now, so…”


    Amy raised an eyebrow. “So?”


    Patrick stopped torturing his olive, plucked it and ate it. “Forget it,” he said, chewing. “I don’t know what I’m trying to say.”


    And he didn’t. He wasn’t even sure he should have brought the whole thing up— the last thing he wanted to do was ruin their evening. It just seemed appropriate to mention for some reason, the way somebody asks for an update involving a terminally ill loved one. You know the news will be bad, but if it’s discussed more than ignored, perhaps it may ultimately lose a bit of its impact, become a therapeutic way of coping.


    “It doesn’t bother you at all does it?” she asked.


    Patrick first thought about Arty and the gas and Carrie’s doll. It was indeed bothersome, but confusing took more of a lead between the two. In fact, the more he thought about it now, the more he decided that bizarre had won the race. Bothersome and confusing had finished and earned their respected spot, but bizarre was indeed the clear winner.


    The man who had crudely propositioned Amy in the supermarket before leaving the rice on the car was different. That was truly upsetting, but it was something that could have just as easily happened back home. As for that same man looking into their window while they made love? Yes. Of course that had initially angered him. Angered the hell out of him. He still wasn’t sure if Amy’s eyes had betrayed her or not, but the mere possibility that she’d truly seen what she claimed boiled his blood.


    And finally there was the finger in the bait. That bothered him. It did. But the whole incident seemed so random, so unrelated to all the bizarre goings-on that had already transpired. Logic simply had no say on that one. So what choice was there but to ultimately laugh at the absurdity of it all?


    “You don’t think it bothers me?” he said.


    Amy shrugged. “It doesn’t seem to. At least not a whole lot.”


    “I think it’s too surreal,” he said. “Everything that’s happened…it’s just so absurd. I don’t know. Maybe I’m just not digesting it all yet. Call it a defense mechanism. Call me a stubborn dummy.”


    Amy took another sip of her wine. She smiled at Patrick, weak and small, but there. “I know you want everything to be okay, baby,” she said. “You’re like Chevy Chase from the Vacation movies in your quest to showing your family a good time—nothing’s more important to you.”


    Patrick smirked at her wit.


    “And I’m willing to write off the whole weird experience with that Arty guy. But the other guy I just can’t let go of,” she said. “Even if I didn’t see him in our window; even if my eyes were playing tricks on me, the whole incident at the supermarket and in the parking lot with the rice is enough to stay with me for a bit.”


    Will she mention the finger? Patrick wondered.


    “And let’s not forget about the finger,” she said.


    Patrick sipped his martini, kept his eyes down and chose silence. Amy reached across the table and took hold of his free hand. “Don’t get me wrong—I’m enjoying myself tonight, I really am. But I wonder if we should even be here.”


    “Out to dinner?”


    “Crescent Lake.”


    Patrick asked something he already knew. “Do you want to leave?”


    She looked at her wine again. There was a small sip left that she swirled in her glass with two fingers on the base of the stem. “No,” she said. “I don’t. But don’t expect me to suddenly forget everything that’s happened. That finger could have been made of rubber, been a prank from a kid. And I could have been seeing things when I looked out the window and saw the supermarket guy last night. But it still doesn’t put my mind at ease, Patrick. You can’t expect otherwise.”


    “I don’t. You know I don’t. And if I was in your shoes I’d feel exactly the same way.” He picked up her hand and kissed it.


    She smiled, a stronger one this time, then gulped the remainder of her wine. “I think I need another.”


    “Then another you shall have.”


    Another good smile. “Why did we even start talking about all this crap again?”


    Patrick shrugged. “Beats me. Small talk until the main course arrives?”


    She pursed her lips. “Oh right—that conversation definitely qualified as small talk.”


    Patrick laughed and kissed her hand again. The waiter came by and cleared their salad plates and Patrick used the opportunity to drain the rest of his drink as well.


    “Would you folks care for another round?” the waiter asked.


    “Yes please,” Patrick said.


    When the waiter brought their next round, Amy said, “So is the plan to keep drinking until we forget about everything?”


    Patrick raised his glass. “Works for me.”




    23


    Arty and Jim squatted in the backyard of the cabin they’d selected, their bodies cloaked by the surrounding black the woods provided. The cabin was close to the Lambert’s, making it an ideal transitional spot for them to prepare.


    “Could be on a timer,” Jim whispered, motioning to the lit windows of the transition cabin.


    “Doubt it,” Arty said.


    They shuffled side by side, to the left of the cabin. There was a car in the driveway. Arty pointed to it. “Somebody’s home.”




    24


    On the ride home, Patrick said, “Such a great meal. Lorraine and Norm have discovered a little gem in that spot.”


    Amy leaned back against the headrest and sighed. “It was good wasn’t it?”


    “Very. Duck was amazing.”


    “Better than Nicola’s back home?”


    “Pretty damn close.”


    Amy curled to one side, closed her eyes but asked, “So what now?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean do you want to head back or do you want to go somewhere for a drink?”


    “I thought you might ask that.” Patrick released the sneaky smile he’d been fighting since leaving the restaurant. “Your wonderfully thoughtful husband happens to have a bottle of Cristal chilling comfortably at the cabin as we speak.”


    Amy opened her eyes. “What?”


    “Oh yes. Your man can be quite the devious fellow.”


    Amy leaned to her left and planted a big one on the side of Patrick’s mouth. “I love Cristal,” she said.


    “I know you do.”


    “What about our little moon-lit stroll around the lake?” she asked.


    “We can do that after.”


    “After what?”


    “After the champagne and…”


    Amy looked at her husband with an accusatory, albeit playful eye. “The champagne and…?”


    “Well, honey, if the champagne happens to put you in a certain mood, then I can’t be held responsible for that, can I?”


    Amy laughed. “You are absolutely shameless.”


    Patrick shrugged. “Cozy cabin in the woods? Cristal waiting for us? Kids occupied with good friends? Call me the world’s biggest perv if you must, but I’m just lookin’ to engage in some hardcore lovin’ with my sexy wife as often as humanly possible.”


    “Big perv…” And then, leaning to her left once more, she pressed her lips to his ear, kissed and licked the lobe. Whispered, “But you’re forgiven.”


    Patrick stomped the accelerator.




    25


    Lois Blocker had just finished packing away the kitchen. Her husband Maury was making the rounds throughout the cabin’s interior to ensure nothing would be left behind when they left for the winter. Unlike many other residents who were often gone after Labor Day, the couple enjoyed the bracing months of October and November at Crescent Lake. This year, however, the Blockers were leaving early. And for good reason: their children had surprised them with a trip to the Virgin Islands. Just the two of them. Late autumn at the lake was indeed an enjoyable tradition, but sipping margaritas on a sandy white beach in St. Croix sounded pretty darn good too.


    “You sure you want to leave tonight?” Lois asked when Maury joined her in the kitchen.


    Maury pushed his rimless glasses further up onto his nose and brushed a hand through his thinning gray hair. “Are you forgetting the sandy paradise that awaits us?”


    “I mean tonight—this late.”


    “I’ve already switched the heat and water off, sweetheart. Might as well just get going.”


    “But it’s dark now. I don’t like you driving at night.”


    He stood behind her at the sink and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Would you rather drive?” he smiled, reaching around and tapping her glasses, far thicker than his.


    She turned and faced him. “Wise guy. I’d rather neither of us drove.”


    He brushed a strand of salt and pepper hair out her face. “I want to get home; I’d like to get settled in and unpacked before we start having to re-pack for St. Croix.”


    She patted him on the butt. “You know darn well that we’ll both be in bed as soon as we get home. There’s nothing that can’t wait until morning.”


    “But if we leave in the morning we won’t be home until noon.”


    “Oh and I suppose that means our whole day will be shot?” She kissed him. “Come on, honey, you can leave the water off; just switch the heat back on and we can have a good night’s sleep, start bright and early tomorrow.”


    He groaned.


    She kissed him again. “Perhaps I’ll make tonight worth your while.”


    He pulled his head away and feigned shock. “Lois Blocker! Act your age.”


    She giggled. “This is the new millennium, dear husband. Sixty-five is the new forty, you know.”


    He smiled. “I am indeed a lucky man.”


    “I’ll tell you what; you go switch the heat back on. I’ll be in the bedroom to see if I can’t…set the mood.” She winked.


    “Believe me, you’ve already set it.”


    She patted his butt again. “Go on. I’ll be waiting.”


    “Did I say I wanted to leave tonight? I don’t know what I could have been thinking.”


    • • •


    Lois had initially intended on attacking her husband the second he walked through their bedroom door. She was wearing the silk nightgown she knew he loved so much and had been giddy with anticipation. But he was taking longer than expected. She now sat on the corner of the bed, her legs crossed, palm bracing her chin. She looked at the clock on the nightstand. He’d been gone twenty minutes. Switching the heat back on should have taken no more than five, ten tops.


    “Maury?”


    No answer.


    She stood, walked to the door, called his name again.


    Nothing.


    Had he taken a spill in the cellar? She was worried now. She pinched the lapels of her gown together and went to the closet to get her slippers. When she turned around Maury was at the door.


    “There you are. I was getting worried.”


    Maury was pale.


    “Maury?”


    Maury flew forward into the room, falling to his knees. Lois cried out. A man with a shaved head appeared in the doorway. He was holding a gun.


    “Hi,” the man said.




    26


    The clink of the champagne glasses was an hour ago. A near-empty bottle of Cristal sat in a small puddle of its own condensation on the kitchen counter. Patrick and Amy were taking their time getting dressed in the bedroom. Actually, Patrick was; Amy was keen on dressing and going for that moon-lit walk.


    “I’m gonna put on some sweats,” Amy said. She went to roll out of bed and Patrick hooked her at the waist and pulled her back.


    “Not yet,” he said, his lips going up and down her bare back and shoulders. “Just a little longer.”


    Amy wiggled free and hopped out of bed, her naked body casting a dim, but enticing profile in the moonlight.


    “Jesus, baby,” Patrick said, “if you want to get out this bedroom, I suggest you dress quickly.”


    She laughed and hiked up a pair of blue sweatpants followed by a gray sweatshirt. “Think I’ll be warm enough in this?”


    “If you wear a jacket.”


    “Duh.”


    He threw a pillow at her. She caught it and dropped it to the floor. “Now you’re pillow-less. Get up.”


    He slapped his hands over his face and moaned.


    “God you’re worse than Carrie on a school day. My sneakers are in the kitchen. I’ll be right back. Get up.”


    Patrick groaned and got to his feet. He scanned the perimeter of the bedroom for discarded clothing that would suffice for a second round; the idea of rifling through drawers for new attire with champagne and recent sex still sapping brain cells was far too daunting.


    “What should I wear?” he yelled into the kitchen. “Should I just throw on what I wore at the Mitchell’s last night?”


    “No.”


    “It was just jeans and a button-down.”


    “No.”


    He sighed and slumped down onto the corner of the bed. “Is the path around the lake muddy?”


    “Huh?”


    “Muddy. Are we gonna get dirty or something?”


    “Patrick, just find something else to wear please.”


    He rolled his eyes at no one, stood again, trudged towards the dresser. He tugged the middle drawer open. “Dog shit?” he called.


    “What?”


    “Think there’ll be dog shit?”


    Amy re-appeared in the bedroom an inch taller, her sneakers snug to her feet. “How the hell should I know?”


    “Well I’m sure Oscar isn’t the only dog around here,” he said.


    “Well let’s just hope the people around here have enough decency to clean up after their pets. Besides, if you just look where you’re stepping you’ll be fine.”


    “It’s dark out,” he said as he pulled on his own pair of sweats.


    “The lake will have decent lighting from the surrounding cabins. I’m sure you’ll be able to detect the odd pile of poo if we happen to stumble across it.”


    Patrick yanked down a blue sweatshirt, then ran a hand back and forth through his hair—a futile attempt at keeping his cowlicks from behaving after the earlier assault with hair gel. “Yeah, well, if I do step in some I’m gonna scoop it up with a stick and chase you around the lake with it.”


    “Grade school reminiscing are we?” Amy pulled her hair into a ponytail and fastened a band around it. “What am I thinking? You need to graduate before you can reminisce.”


    Patrick started putting on his sneakers. “And yet you married me.”


    “I lost a bet.”


    Patrick finished tying his shoes and stood. “I wonder where our dumb dog is anyway. Carrie said she couldn’t find him earlier. I haven’t seen him either. Have you?”


    Amy was frowning.


    Patrick said, “What?”


    “Our dog?”


    “He’s been great with Carrie. She loves him to bits.”


    Amy’s frown was going nowhere. “There is no way on earth that dog is coming home with us. You know that right? Please tell me you know that.”


    Patrick looked away and nodded.


    “Patrick?”


    “Alright, alright. I guess I’m just thinking about what to say when Carrie inevitably asks.”


    “How about ‘no’?”


    “Okay fine, but you’re the one who’s telling her.”


    “Okay I will. But you know she’ll run right to you afterwards and try again. So prepare yourself, buddy boy.” She ended her spiel with a good-luck-with-that slap to his chest.


    “Ouch—stop abusing your husband. He’s very delicate.”


    “Well bring your delicate butt along—I want to get a romantic stroll in before the kids come back.”


    “Patience, my darling. You can’t rush romance.”


    “You can when you’ve got a four- and six-year-old headed back from the movies with sugar in their blood and cartoon animals bouncing around in their heads.”


    “Good point. Let’s go.”




    27


    Maury and Lois Blocker lay next to one another in bed. Lois wept silently. Maury’s pale complexion was now a sickly white. The couple was too scared to even hold on to one another.


    “You need to get off the fence here, bro,” Jim said to Arty. “We’re wasting time.”


    Arty stood at the foot of the bed. He held an aluminum baseball bat along the length of his leg. Jim was to the right of the bed, a pistol pointed at the couple.


    “I’m still thinking,” Arty said.


    “What’s to think about?”


    “Leaving too big a mess is what. You feel like cleaning up?”


    “No, but our choices were pretty fucking limited from the start. Either someone was home or they weren’t.”


    Maury Blocker cleared his throat. “Please,” he said. “If it’s money—”


    “Shut up,” Arty said. He spoke to the couple as if they repulsed him. “This has nothing to do with you.”


    “Tick tock, bro,” Jim said.


    Arty nodded. “I’m just thinking about efficiency. The less mess, the sooner we can get started.”


    Jim shrugged. “I’m open to suggestions.”


    “Well we gotta get rid of their car, right?”


    Jim nodded.


    Arty tapped the bat against Lois Blocker’s foot. “How tall are you?”


    Her fear meshed with a confused frown. “What?”


    “How tall?”


    “I don’t…five-two?”


    Arty tapped the bat on Maury’s foot. “You?”


    “About five-seven, I guess.”


    Arty brought the aluminum bat down onto Maury Blocker’s head once, then twice. Lois Blocker screamed after the second hit, immediately prompting her turn. Arty crushed her skull with the first swing.


    Panting, Arty turned to his brother, bat in both hands. “Sometimes you just get up to the line of scrimmage and need to call an audible, James my boy.”


    Jim started laughing. “The fuck are you talking about?”


    Arty threw the bat into the corner where it landed with a distinctive twang. “They’re short little fuckers. We can stuff ’em in the trunk before we ditch the car. I really didn’t feel like digging any holes this weekend.” He tapped the side of his forehead. “Efficiency.”


    “I’ve got the smartest big brother in the whole wide world.”


    Arty held out a fist. “Rock, scissors, paper to see who strips the sheets?”




    28


    Patrick and Amy were barely down the length of their driveway when Lorraine called to them from next door.


    “Shit,” Patrick whispered.


    “Told you,” Amy whispered back.


    “You guys back so soon?” Patrick called over to her.


    The couple met Lorraine halfway, on the strip of lawn between the two cabins.


    “Norman decided to take the kids for ice cream after the film. The parlor is a bit out of the way, so you two still have a good deal of time left to yourselves.” Lorraine winked at them.


    “Perfect,” Amy said. “We were just about to take a moon-lit walk around the lake.”


    “Romantic stuff, ya know?” Patrick said.


    Amy elbowed him. Lorraine smiled and looked up at the sky. “Well you couldn’t have picked a better night for it. It’s a beautiful one.”


    Amy looked up with her.


    Patrick asked about the kids and Norman again. “So wait, what happened? Did Norm come back and drop you off before heading back out with the kids?”


    Lorraine nodded. “I was getting tired. Glad I’m a grandmother now and can give them back at the end of the night. I forgot how exhausting it can be.”


    Amy gripped her husband’s forearm with both hands and began dragging him away from Lorraine. “Hence the reason we treasure every minute.”


    Patrick pretended he was being dragged harder than he actually was and gave Lorraine a silly look. “I guess that means we’re going. Thanks again Lorraine, we’ll be back soon.”


    Lorraine laughed and headed back inside.


    • • •


    They had just finished their stroll around the lake.


    “I don’t see Norm’s car in the driveway yet,” Patrick said, squinting towards the Mitchell’s cabin. “We can do another lap if you want.”


    “Oh, so you’re liking this now, are you?” Amy asked.


    Patrick looked out onto the lake before answering. The smooth black surface of the lake reflected hypnotic patterns of moonlight that held his gaze like a shiny pendulum.


    While the serenity of the cabin and its remote surroundings were the primary motives for their sojourn west, Patrick only just realized, to his own surprise, that it was his wife’s suggestion of observing the lake at night that proved to be the most tranquil and soothing element of the entire vacation thus far.


    “Yeah,” he sighed. He pulled her close and looked out onto the lake again. “It really is beautiful.” A shimmer of moonlight reflected off the lake and caressed the contours of Patrick’s face as though it appreciated the compliment.


    Amy rubbed his chest. “I’ve got such a big, sensitive man.”


    “Sensitive but tough, right?”


    “Oh of course, baby—the toughest.”


    “Good. Because I can be macho too you know. I can belch or fart or punch an animal if you want.”


    “Please don’t.” She pulled away and took hold of his arm to start lap number two.


    They strolled a good twenty yards more, periodically glancing left at the lit cabins before shifting their gaze east to become entranced once more by the lake’s reflection of the moon.


    “Beautiful night for a walk,” a male voice said to their left.


    They stopped. Patrick smiled and said, “Sure is.”


    Amy squinted and leaned forward towards the voice. When her eyes settled she recoiled as if a bug had flown in her face. She spun into Patrick.


    “It’s him,” she said.


    Patrick looked down at his wife, then up at the wooden porch from where the man had greeted them. The porch was roughly ten feet away, three small stairs leading up to it. The man who had addressed them was leaning against a banister and periodically flicking a metal wind chime that hung just above and in front of his face. The man’s head was shaved and he was leering, not smiling, at the couple.


    “Who?” Patrick asked.


    “Him from the store. From Giant. From the fucking window in our bedroom!”


    Patrick stared at his wife in disbelief. The man flicked the wind chime again, the ding lifting Patrick’s head towards him once more. He spoke to Amy but kept his eyes on the man on the porch. “What? Are you sure?”


    Amy held on to Patrick’s hand with a death-grip and stepped forward, her husband’s arm like a rope while scaling down a mountain. She squinted again. The man with the shaved head took a step forward, took a bow, and blew her a kiss.


    Motherfucker.


    Patrick ripped his arm away from Amy and charged the porch, only to stop instantly on the first step. The man had drawn a gun, Patrick’s head the target. Patrick stood frozen in mid-stride, like a child playing a game of Red light, Green light.


    “Whoa, easy there, stud,” the man with the shaved head said. “You’ve got an awfully mean look in your eyes. I’d hate to have to shoot them out.”


    Patrick remained still. Amy’s heavy breathing could be heard behind his back. The man with the gun shifted his head to the left and looked past Patrick, towards the heavy breathing.


    “Hey, lover,” the man said to Amy. “I take it you remember me then?”


    Amy said nothing. She had chosen, like her husband, to stay frozen and silent while the gun was still up and pointed in their direction.


    “Of course you do,” the man continued. “I mean a woman who gets that worked up over a few harmless words in a supermarket isn’t likely to forget so easily.” The man kept the gun up, turned his head and wiped his mouth on his shoulder. He’d started to salivate. “But if you ask me, that was nothing to how worked up you were last night when this stud right here was pumpin’ away between those sexy little legs of yours.”


    Patrick clenched his jaw. His body was twitching now, begging to let his common sense disappear so he could rush forward at all costs. The man with the shaved head cocked the gun’s trigger, his leer becoming a laugh.


    “Am I pissin’ you off, big man? Is it pissin’ you off that I saw your slutty little wife riding your pole, her beautiful titties bouncing up and down like—” He moaned. “—like two scoops of fuck yeah?” He wiped his mouth again, continued leering. “Because I know it would piss me off. I mean if some guy hit on my woman in a supermarket, then returned later that night to watch her get fucked? Jeeeesus would I be pissed.”


    Patrick, slow and deliberate, took two steps backwards and stood upright. He paused, then chanced a few more steps until he was beside his wife. He maneuvered Amy behind him to shield her.


    “Well maybe you’re not so pissed after all,” the man said after Patrick backed off. “Me? I would have ran up on this porch and taught me a lesson.”


    The words were out of Patrick’s mouth before he could snatch them back. “Put that gun down and I’ll show you how pissed off I am.”


    The man with the shaved head held the gun up to his face, gave it a curious look and said, “What? This? Is this the reason you won’t grow a pair and come on up to defend your wife’s honor?”


    Patrick said nothing.


    “You’re thinking I’d shoot you if you came up here?” the man continued. “I couldn’t shoot you, pal. I could never hurt anyone. Just isn’t in me.”


    The man walked towards a wicker table in the center of the porch and set the gun down. “There.” He splayed empty hands. “All gone.”


    The man then turned those open hands into fists and put them up in a classic 19th century boxing stance, one fist behind the other, chin ludicrously high. “Come on then, stud. Let’s do a bit of fisticuffs, yeah?” He made small circles with his fists as though ready for the opening bell. “Come on, you don’t want your wife to think you’re a pussy, do ya? Because no matter what they might tell you, it’s always the knight-in-shining-armor shit that gets ’em wet. You see, a woman will make love to a pacifist…” He smirked. “But she’ll fuck a knight.”


    Patrick twitched again.


    The man exaggerated his stance, raised his fists high. “So what’s it gonna be, stud? You gonna be the knight or the pussy?”


    Patrick started forward.


    Amy lunged after her husband, grabbed his arm with both hands. “No!” She fronted Patrick and placed both hands on his chest. “No, Patrick, he’ll grab the gun as soon as you go up there. He’s the pussy!” She turned and faced the man, one hand still on her husband’s chest. “YOU’RE the pussy!” She turned back to Patrick. “We’ll call the police. We’ll go home right now and call the police.” Back over her shoulder again at the man, “WE’RE CALLING THE POLICE!”


    The screen door to the cabin opened, a metallic bang declaring it shut once the porch’s newest occupant appeared. He was a man with dark hair, dark eyes, and a welt on his cheek. He was holding a doll. “What the hell is going on out here?” the man asked. “Can’t a guy play with his doll in peace?”


    Patrick’s mouth fell open.


    Amy leaned forward and squinted. “Is that…?”


    “Arty,” Patrick whispered.


    Arty held up Josie the doll. He made one of the plastic arms wave at the stunned couple. “Howdy, Penn State fans.”
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    “We’re leaving tonight,” Amy said. “The second the kids come back, and the second the sheriff arrests those assholes, we-are-leaving.”


    Patrick sat at the kitchen table, gripping a glass of water. Frequent jabs of ire flooded his limbs and tempted him to squeeze until the glass shattered in his hand.


    “They know each other,” he said. “They fucking know each other.”


    “It makes sense,” Amy said. She was pacing throughout the kitchen. “Arty knew which car was ours from the gas station. For all we know he was there with the bald guy at the supermarket.”


    “They’re fucking with us,” Patrick said with a pitiful laugh. “They’ve been watching us and fucking with us this whole time.”


    “They couldn’t possibly live in that cabin could they? I mean there’s no way, right?” Amy asked.


    “No,” Patrick said. “No way.”


    “Well how does that work then? If they don’t live there—”


    “I don’t know, Amy. Maybe they broke into the place.”


    “Well if that’s true, then what about the people who do live there? What happened to them?”


    Patrick pinched the bridge of his nose hard. “I have no idea. We need to let the sheriff go and check the place out.”


    Amy paced some more before taking a seat at the table. “It was all too weird—all this bullshit in such a short period of time.”


    Patrick nodded. “It’s how they’ve managed to stay ahead of us—working together the way they were.”


    “You still think that finger was a prank from a kid?” Amy asked.


    Patrick took a drink of water. “I don’t know.”


    “You still think it was a rubber finger?” Her tone was condescending.


    Patrick shot her a look. His wife was frustrated and scared, and Patrick knew an outburst on his part would solve little. He swallowed his anger, steadied his breathing. “I really don’t know, Amy. Right about now I would have to say the damn thing was probably real.”


    Amy snorted a disgusted smile and began massaging her temples with both hands.


    Patrick looked away. He didn’t look at her when he spoke. “I should have listened to you.” His voice was softer now. “We should have left when you said.”


    Patrick was surprised how quickly his wife said, “No.” She took both hands away from her temples, sat upright in her chair. Her face was apologetic for her snide remarks. “No, I didn’t want that. I wanted to stay. And you knew that…”


    Patrick kept his profile to her; eye contact didn’t feel right yet.


    “I just needed you to convince me, to tell me everything would be okay.” She reached across the table and took one of his hands. “It’s what you do. It’s why you’re my rock.”


    In a matter of seconds, Patrick went from wanting vengeance to wanting to cry. He still found it hard to look at his wife. If he did he was certain his eyes would leak.


    “It is what I do,” he said. “But I do it out of necessity and sincerity.” He took her hand into both of his, finally looking at her. Tears did come, but sorrow was only a fraction of their makeup. Intense resolve was the remainder. “I’ve said the same things to you a million times over the years. But I know you don’t mind. I know you want to hear them. You want to hear me tell you that you’re beautiful in your new dress even after I’ve told you twice already. You want to hear me tell a funny and romantic story about us at a dinner party that you’ve heard a thousand times before. You want me to stop running the lawnmower and look over at you, hard at work in the garden—stained jeans; dirty hands; sweaty face—and hear me tell you that I love you, and that you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life, even though I’d said it just ten minutes before.


    “You want to hear these things again and again because they make you feel safe and cherished. And that’s something you only realize when those words aren’t spoken for a while.


    “So my repetition may appear to be a necessity, but it’s always genuine, always sincere. And I’ll never get tired of telling you. And I’ll never let you feel what it’s like to miss those words.


    “So I’ll say it again; and my sincerity with this one is stronger than anything my soul can possibly manage. I love you with all my heart, Amy. And I’d die a million deaths to protect you and our children. You call me your rock—well you guys are mine.”


    Amy started to cry. She stood up and walked to her husband’s chair, sat on his lap and hugged him tight. “I love you so much, honey.” She kissed him hard, her nose and tears wet against his face. “When the sheriff gets here, we take him to that cabin and have him arrest those guys. We then wait for Norm and the kids, pack, and be on the road and back in our own beds before we know it. Far, far away from here.”


    He kissed her. “God damn right, baby.”


    • • •


    “Two nights in a row,” the sheriff said as he strolled up the Lambert’s driveway. “At least you caught me a little earlier this time.”


    The sheriff made no attempt whatsoever in hiding his cynicism, but Patrick was past caring; he wanted no time wasted. “We’ll take you to the cabin,” he said immediately.


    “Whoa, slow down, son. Let’s clear some things up first,” the sheriff said, hoisting his belt, belly bouncing. “You said on the phone that you walked passed a cabin here that was housing the man who harassed your wife in the supermarket? The same man who allegedly looked in your bedroom window as well? That right?”


    Patrick nodded quickly. “Yes.”


    Amy flashed a look of contempt when the sheriff over-emphasized allegedly.


    “And this other man?” the sheriff asked. “The other man you claim was at the cabin?”


    “He’s the one who’s been following us. He has our daughter’s doll,” Patrick said.


    “Come again?”


    “It’s…it’s hard to explain. But the guy is bad news, and he’s with the man from the supermarket. That’s not a coincidence,” Patrick said.


    The sheriff stayed quiet.


    “I told you on the phone he pulled a gun on us,” Patrick said. “That counts for something doesn’t it? I mean that has to carry some impact with you.”


    The sheriff cleared his throat—a wet, gravelly sound. “It could. When and why did he pull it on you?”


    Patrick went to answer but stopped, something suddenly occurring to him. He had attempted to charge the man’s porch—to set foot on his property. Patrick was not too sure about the laws around here when it came to home security and guns, but perhaps the man had been legally justified to pull the gun the moment Patrick’s foot touched that first step of the front porch. But this begged another question: whose front porch was it? It couldn’t be theirs. It couldn’t be. All this time? To have them be so close?


    Patrick did something he would have never done in any other circumstance. He lied to an officer of the law. “I don’t know why he pulled the gun. He just pulled it and began taunting us.”


    Amy acknowledged her husband’s lie and never flinched. They were sharing more than the same page; they were sharing the whole damn book.


    “Taunting?”


    “Yes!” Amy piped up. “Admitting that he had been watching my husband and I make love last night. Admitting that he was peeping through our bedroom window like some sick—”


    Patrick took his wife’s hand to stifle her outburst.


    The sheriff’s expression made a sudden shift from skepticism to surprise. “A confession?” he asked.


    Amy gave a pathetic chuckle. “And then some.”


    “So he pulled a gun and confessed to being on your property last night.”


    “Yes.”


    “And this other man—you say he stole your daughter’s doll?”


    “Not exactly,” Patrick said. “He bribed her with candy at a restaurant. He’d been following us.”


    The sheriff’s chin retracted. “What would a grown man want with a child’s doll?”


    “Well you know what, sheriff? We’ve been asking ourselves that very same question,” Patrick said, his sarcasm impossible to suppress.


    The sheriff stroked his long gray moustache. He swallowed the sarcasm silently, appearing to let it pass for now.


    “Does it matter though?” Patrick continued. “We could care less about the doll. The point is, is that these two men have been playing games with us the second we got up here, and it’s escalated to the point where we now fear for our safety. Hell, I’d be willing to bet that the cabin we saw them in wasn’t even theirs.”


    “You believe they broke into someone’s home in order to antagonize you?”


    “Yes, I do.”


    “Well if that’s the case, then maybe we’ve got something serious going on here. But then we’ve got to ask ourselves, where does that leave the true owners of the cabin?”


    “I don’t know…in danger? I’m telling you there’s something very bad about these two men, sheriff. I mean for Christ’s sake we even found a finger in our bait container this afternoon.”


    The sheriff turned an ear to the couple and leaned in. “Say that again?"


    “We went fishing today, and there was a severed finger in our bait container,” Patrick said. “Right about now I’d bet good money those two men were behind it somehow.”


    The sheriff leaned back, raised one of his gray, bushy eyebrows. “A finger in your bait container? Why on earth didn’t you call me then?”


    Patrick glanced at his wife who returned an equally frustrated look. “A dog…he…” Patrick sighed. “He ate it.”


    “A dog ate it?”


    Wait for it, Patrick thought.


    “Are we talking about a finger here, or some homework, Mr. and Mrs. Lambert?”


    Ta-Da!


    The sheriff delivered his remark with subdued delight, his huge gray mustache failing to mask a smirk.


    Amy’s face reddened, her hand squeezing Patrick’s. The couple chose silence, hoping the sheriff was finished with his questioning and was now ready to take action.


    “Well alright then,” the sheriff said, hoisting his belt, the belly bouncing again. “Why don’t I go check out that cabin?”


    “We’ll take you,” Patrick said.


    “Oh no,” the sheriff said. “No, you folks are staying right here. Lock your doors and stay put. I’ll come back to you once I’ve checked—”


    “Do you even know which cabin it is?” Amy blurted.


    The sheriff tilted his head and gave a patronizing smile. “No I sure don’t, Mrs. Lambert. And if you’d given me a chance to finish my sentence I might have gone and asked.” He turned and spit on the driveway, a dark, heavy wad the size of a quarter. Patrick realized he was dipping tobacco. “So…let’s try this again.” He wiped his mustache clean with his thumb and index finger. “Do you think you folks would be so kind as to point me in the direction of that cabin?”




    30


    The time that passed before the sheriff returned to the Lambert’s cabin after his search had been agonizing. Every click or crack heard from outside caused Amy and Patrick to flinch. Worse yet, Norman had yet to return with the kids.


    “I’m sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Lambert, but there isn’t a soul in that house,” the sheriff said. “No signs of forced entry either. Truth be told, it even looked as if they cleaned up and shut down for the season.”


    Patrick, Amy, and the sheriff stood on the Lambert’s front porch. The sheriff’s previous skepticism to the whole ordeal (which, for a fleeting moment earlier, Patrick hoped was gone; he and Amy had finally managed to convince the sheriff that something foul was indeed afoot, and perhaps Sheriff Holmes might actually find something beyond the tip of his whiskey-reddened nose) was now back. Back and seemingly fixed in steel, going nowhere.


    “Shut down?” Amy said.


    “Sure,” the sheriff said. “Summer’s gone, autumn’s here, and more than half the folks around the lake will disappear until decent weather returns. Gets cold and dark up here sooner than you’d think.”


    “Did you go inside the house?” Patrick asked.


    “Yep.”


    “How?”


    “How?”


    “Yes. How did you get inside the house?”


    “Through the cellar ’round back,” the sheriff said.


    “It was unlocked?” Patrick asked.


    “That’s right.”


    “Well doesn’t that tell you something?” Amy said.


    “Like what?”


    “Well if these people were leaving for the winter as you suggested, then why would they leave their home unlocked for six months?”


    The sheriff smiled. “This isn’t the city, Mrs. Lambert. People tend to be a bit more trusting up here. It’s one of the advantages of living out here in the sticks I suppose.”


    Patrick believed the sheriff had enunciated “sticks” as if the man felt he was a minority amongst bigots—seemingly certain that Patrick and Amy had frequently used such terminology in jest to describe the place he called home.


    “Besides,” the sheriff continued, “it’s not uncommon for families to leave a door unlocked to have a service come through for maintenance during the winter months. Leaving a cellar door open is actually quite common. In fact, it was the first door I checked before entry. To tell you the truth though, I even wondered if it was necessary—I didn’t even spot a car in the driveway.”


    “Maybe it was in their garage,” Amy said.


    The sheriff snorted. “Closest thing you’ll find to a garage at Crescent Lake is a carport, Mrs. Lambert. And you can see right into those. Of course it doesn’t matter much cuz these folks didn’t even have one.”


    Patrick’s frustration was now past courtesy. He spoke from the hip with zero concern for subtleties. “You searched that entire house?”


    “Sure did.”


    “And found absolutely nothing?”


    The sheriff pursed his lips, breathed deep through flared nostrils. “Yes, sir. Like I already said, that house is empty, whether you want to believe it or not. I even called in a little background check. Place belongs to a Maury and Lois Blocker—older couple in their sixties. There were positively no signs of them in that house whatsoever.”


    “Then they left. They knew you’d be coming and they left. We told them we’d be calling you,” Amy said.


    “Looked to me as if they left a long time ago,” the sheriff said.


    “I’m not talking about the owners; I’m talking about the two assholes we saw. They knew you’d be coming, so they ran.”


    The sheriff glanced around, bored now.


    “These guys are smart, sheriff,” Patrick said. “They’re having fun with us. With you too.” Patrick’s last comment was a desperate attempt to bring the sheriff onto their playing field. The sheriff, unfortunately, took the comment the way Patrick feared he might. He looked as if someone kicked his ego in the nuts.


    “Nobody’s having fun with me, son. If I’m telling you there’s no one in that house, then there’s no one in that house. Got me?”


    “Well you can’t possibly think we’re making this up can you?” Amy asked. “What in God’s name would we have to gain by doing something like that?”


    The sheriff shrugged. “I never accused you folks of making anything up. But you asked me to check the place out and I did. And like I’m telling you now for the third time, there were absolutely no signs of forced entry, or of persons recently occupying that cabin.”


    “I don’t believe this.” Amy threw up her hands. “So what are you going to do?”


    The sheriff spit more tobacco and adjusted his hat. He was back in control, bored again. “I can send my deputy down to patrol the area if that will help you sleep better.”


    “Don’t bother,” Patrick said. “You said you’d do that last night, and a hell of a lot of good it did. Besides, we’re not staying the night. We’re waiting for Norm to return with our kids and then we’re getting the fuck out of here.”


    The sheriff raised an eyebrow at Patrick’s language. Patrick continued undeterred.


    “And I’ll tell you something else, sheriff. I’m not quite sure how you got your badge, but I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if you ordered it off the back of a fucking comic book.”


    The sheriff’s flicked the tip of his hat up with his middle finger. His bushy gray eyebrows were now a sharp V. He took a step towards Patrick and got in his face. Patrick smelled the tobacco and cheap after-shave.


    “I’ll tell you this much, Mr. Lambert. Maybe you and your wife made this whole thing up; maybe you didn’t. I can’t be sure. Maybe it’s something you city folks like to do to entertain yourselves way out here in the sticks with us ignorant country folk…”


    Oh we’re going there again, are we? Patrick thought.


    “But what I can tell you, Mr. Lambert, is that us country folk have jail cells that are just as uncomfortable as the ones you got in that big city of yours, and you’re about one more wrong word away from finding yourself spending the night there instead of headin’ on home with your wife and kids.”


    Patrick stayed quiet. He was angry but not stupid. The sheriff continued.


    “Now, my suggestion is to go back inside, pack your things, and wait for Norm to come back with your kids. Once that’s done, I suggest you do exactly as you said, and get the fuck out of here.”


    Patrick took a step back and swallowed his rage. He waited until the sheriff had walked back to his cruiser, out of earshot, before saying, “You got it, dickhead.”


    He guided Amy through the front door then slammed it.




    31


    “Where are they, Lorraine?” Amy asked.


    All three sat around Lorraine’s kitchen table, each with a mug of tea.


    “They should be back soon. Like I said, the ice cream parlor is a bit out of the way. That’s why I wanted Norm to drop me at home first.”


    “And he’s got no cell phone?” Patrick said.


    Lorraine gave an apologetic shake of the head. “Sorry. We may be the only couple on the East Coast now without one.”


    “Fuck,” Patrick said, to which he immediately followed with: “Sorry.”


    “That’s okay, Patrick,” Lorraine said. “Given the circumstances, I would say ‘fuck’ sums things up rather well.”


    Patrick forced a quick smile.


    Lorraine sipped her tea and added, “To tell the truth, I’m more than a little unsettled myself. The thought of having horrible men like that roaming around our community isn’t sitting too well with me. Perhaps Norm and I will leave with you tonight—stay away from the lake for awhile until those men are put in jail.”


    Patrick nodded hard. “Not a bad idea at all, Lorraine. Although I wouldn’t hold my breath about those men being put in jail. That sheriff is about as useful as a mesh condom.”


    “I’ll tell you what’s strange,” Lorraine said. “I’m nearly certain I saw the Blockers only a couple of days ago.”


    “What do you mean?” Patrick asked.


    Lorraine’s face scrunched with uncertainty. “I thought I spotted them taking a stroll around the lake. They were a good distance away, but if I had to bet, I’d say it was Maury and Lois.”


    “And when was this?” Patrick asked.


    “The day before you arrived maybe?”


    “Is it possible they’ve since packed up and headed back for the winter?”


    “It’s possible…” Lorraine began tracing a finger along the rim of her teacup, her mind elsewhere.


    Amy asked her, “What is it?”


    Lorraine’s eyes flicked up from their trance. “Just remembering something.” Her brow furrowed as she tried recalling events. “I can remember driving back here with Norm a few years ago, a couple of days before Thanksgiving. I’d forgotten a picture album we were planning to show the family. Took me all summer to put the darn thing together and I went and forgot it.” She paused, the furrow in her brow etching deeper, the culprit now mystery instead of recollection. “But the Blockers were still here; they hadn’t left yet. I distinctly remember Norm making mention of it now. He’d said he’d spotted them on their front porch. He wondered if they’d chosen to stay put for the holidays that year.”


    Patrick and Amy said nothing, their silence prompting Lorraine to elaborate.


    “Some folks around here do that. They’re year-rounders. They don’t mind the cold.”


    Patrick went to speak, but as if reading his mind, Lorraine spoke and answered his question. “Except the Blockers aren’t year-rounders. They do leave for the winter season. I know that for a fact. I guess that year Norm spotted them they’d gotten a late start, or, as Norm wondered, they decided to stay put for the holidays.” She shrugged. “Maybe they had family coming to see them. Had their holiday at the cabin.”


    Patrick stood from the kitchen table and began to pace. “Okay then, having said that, what are all the possibilities we’re looking at here? I mean, to be brutally honest, I only see two. Either that douche bag sheriff was right and the Blockers did leave for the upcoming season, which would mean those two assholes somehow broke into their empty cabin and left without a single trace, or…” He looked at the two women. Their eyes met his gaze for only a second before skittering away, “possibility number two” realized, yet neither woman willing to say it aloud for fear that once spoken it could, and would, be a likely certainty.


    To Patrick’s surprise it was Lorraine and not Amy who eventually finished his thought. “…Or the Blockers were still home when those two men entered their cabin.”


    “Exactly,” Patrick said without a trace of satisfaction. “And if that’s the case, then the Blockers…”


    Neither woman finished his sentence this time, the superstition of voicing fears at its pinnacle when murder was the implication.


    Amy stood and walked to the window. “I want to leave.” She turned her head towards Patrick. “Do you think we should go back to our place and start packing so we can go the second they get here?”


    “No,” Patrick said. “No, we’re staying here together. When Norm comes back we’ll all head over to our place and pack. Then we’ll all head back here so Lorraine and Norm can pack.” He looked at Lorraine. “I think you we’re right; it’s a damn good idea if you guys took off for awhile. I’m sure Norm will agree.”


    Lorraine nodded. “I’m sure too.”


    Amy and Patrick both took their seats again.


    Patrick thrummed his fingers across the surface of the table.


    Amy dropped her head and started massaging her neck with both hands. She stopped suddenly, head popping up. “Do you hear that?” she asked.


    Patrick stopped thumping the table top with his fingers and held them up for Amy to see. “That was me. Sorry.”


    “No,” she said, standing up. “Something else. Listen.”


    The room went quiet. Nobody breathed. In the distance there was the faint sound of chimes.


    “Do you hear that?” Amy asked again.


    “Bells?” Lorraine said.


    “Chimes,” Amy said. “Do you and Norm have wind chimes?”


    “No.”


    Patrick stood and went to the window. He put a hand over his eyes to cover the glare from inside the house, and squinted towards their cabin. The back porch was dark, but he could still make out the silhouette of something small hanging from its canopy. Something new. He cracked the window and stuck an ear out. The chiming was definitely coming from their cabin.


    Patrick’s mind suddenly flashed on the man with the shaved head. His finger flicking chimes on the Blocker’s porch…


    Patrick pulled his head inside and shut the window. “Stay here,” he said as he headed towards the front door. Amy went after him but he turned and thrust out his palm. “Stay here,” he said again. She did.


    Patrick went out the Mitchell’s front door. He did not walk cautiously to his back porch. He ran, almost hoping to collide with his antagonists. In movies everybody slinks slowly, gives the bad guys time to hide and wait. Patrick wanted to rip the goddamn Band-Aid off quickly. Wanted to run feverishly towards his tormentors, shock them and catch them by surprise as they tried to scurry away after setting their trap.


    Arriving at his back porch, Patrick instantly reached up into the dark to snatch the chime. His intent was to rip it down and hurl it as far away as possible, hoping to maybe hear a definitive splash should it reach the lake.


    Except he didn’t. Instead, Patrick jerked his hand away from the chime as though it had scalded him. He jerked his hand away because when he touched the chime, he felt something furry.


    Patrick reached into his pocket and fumbled for his key. He opened the door, reached inside, flicked on the porch lights, and froze.


    It was the same wind chime that had been hanging on the Blocker’s porch.


    It was the same wind chime that the man with the shaved head had been flicking with his fingers.


    But that wasn’t what froze Patrick.


    What froze him was the furry something he had touched. It was hanging dead center in the middle of the surrounding chimes like a rope-handle to a bell. It was a tail. A tail that looked like it belonged to Oscar the dog.
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    Patrick reappeared at the Mitchell’s front door with a rifle gripped tight in both hands. Both Lorraine and Amy took several steps back, Lorraine involuntarily raising her hands in a submissive gesture.


    “What?” Amy said. “What’s wrong?”


    “They’re still here,” Patrick said. He gripped the rifle with such intensity it looked as though he meant to break it.


    The rifle had always been at the cabin. The Lamberts were not hunters, but Amy’s father was. He kept the gun locked away in the cabin for the rare times he still went on hunting trips. Patrick knew where he kept it, never approved of it, always ignored it, and was now grateful for it.


    Amy looked at the rifle in her husband’s hands with frightened eyes. “What are you talking about? Why do you have my dad’s gun?”


    Patrick ignored his wife and turned his attention on the front door. He locked it then twisted and pulled at the handle, testing its stability. Satisfied, he whirled around and took powerful strides towards the back door where he repeated the same ritual.


    “Patrick.”


    He returned to the living room, slid the rifle open, double-checked the ammunition he’d loaded at the cabin, nodded to himself, slammed the metal bolt home.


    “Patrick!”


    Patrick’s frantic trance broke, eyes wide, looking as if he’d been shaken from a nightmare. “The chimes,” he said. “The wind chimes that maniac was flicking on the Blocker’s porch…they’re dangling from our back deck with Oscar’s fucking tail hanging in the middle of them.”


    Lorraine gasped and put a hand over her mouth.


    “They killed the dog?” Amy asked.


    Patrick snorted and tightened his grip on the rifle. “My guess would be yes. Either that or they held the poor bastard down and sliced off his tail. Either way, I think it’s safe to say that things have gone from bad to exceptionally fucking worse.”


    Lorraine lowered her hand from her mouth and said, “Oh that poor little thing.”


    Patrick hurried back to the front door, cracked the blinds on one of the adjacent windows. The driveway was empty. No headlights in the distance. “Where are they, Lorraine? Is the ice cream place that far away?” he said.


    Lorraine shook her head in quick bursts and said, “Yes. I mean, no. I mean yes, it’s kind of far, but no, I would have expected them to be home by now.”


    Patrick faced Amy, the rifle tight to his chest. “Please God no,” he said in a breathless whisper.


    “Please God no what?” Amy said. “What are you thinking?”


    Patrick swallowed hard, his mouth drying up on him. “I’m thinking that if these bastards have been three steps ahead of us this whole time, then how the hell do we know they don’t have Norm and the kids?”


    Now it was Amy who put a hand to her mouth.


    “But when could they have done that?” Lorraine asked. “Someone had to recently put that wind chime up on your porch. The parlor is far. The distance and timing doesn’t add up.”


    “Maybe they never made it to the parlor,” Patrick said. “Did you watch them leave?”


    “What?”


    “After Norm dropped you off, did you watch them actually back out of the driveway and leave Crescent Lake?”


    Lorraine thought for a brief moment, her eyes dropping to recall. When she eventually looked up, she could not meet Patrick’s stare. “No. No, I didn’t. I didn’t think I’d have a reason to. I didn’t think…”


    Amy rubbed Lorraine’s back.


    Patrick lowered his head. “So there’s a chance they never even left the lake.”


    Amy asked, “So what exactly are you suggesting?”


    “I’m suggesting those two fucks might have grabbed them before they even had a chance to leave.”


    “Doesn’t that sound like a big risk?” Lorraine asked. “Suppose someone saw them?”


    “And suppose someone didn’t?” Patrick said. “Or suppose they didn’t even use force to get hold of them. These guys are smart, Lorraine. Norm’s one of the nicest guys in the world. For all we know these men could have tricked him; said they had a flat, needed directions…who the hell knows?”


    Amy made a face of horrific possibility. “Are you saying its possible Carrie and Caleb were there? They were being held captive in the Blocker’s cabin while we were dealing with those guys?”


    “Maybe,” Patrick said. “I don’t know.”


    Amy looked like she wanted to punch things and cry.


    “The sheriff said he searched that cabin,” Lorraine said.


    “That sheriff is fucking useless,” Patrick said. “If you ask me he probably didn’t even go inside the damn place. Probably just peeked in a few windows.”


    Lorraine walked carefully towards the kitchen table as though she was a bit drunk, grabbing at nearby things for balance. She sat gingerly, took a long breath, wiped her face. Her skin was near white.


    “Lorraine, are you alright?” Amy asked.


    She closed her eyes and nodded. She kept them closed when she replied, “Yes—I’m just very scared.”


    Amy walked over and put a hand on Lorraine’s shoulder. Lorraine rested her own hand on top of Amy’s and squeezed it. Amy looked at Patrick. “What do we do? Do we call the sheriff again?”


    Patrick scoffed, his jeer for the sheriff and not for the intent of belittling his wife’s suggestion. “Are you joking? At this point I don’t even think he’d show up if we did.” He started towards the kitchen. Placed the rifle on the counter and ran both hands under the faucet, splashing cold water onto his face. Finished, he grabbed the gun again and faced both women. “Here’s what we’re going to do,” he said. “You two are going stay here. You’re going to turn off the lights; keep the doors and windows locked; and stay out of sight. I’m going—”


    “No!” Amy screamed. “You’re not going anywhere! You’re not—”


    “Shut up!” he yelled. There was a twinge of guilt for his outburst, but now was not the time for tact. He would apologize later. And there would be a later.


    Patrick spoke his next words slowly and methodically. “I am going to the Blocker’s house. I will have the gun with me. I am going to search every inch of that house. If I find anything, I will deal with it. If Norm and the kids come back, you tell Norm what’s been going on, and all of you stay locked up tight until I return.”


    Amy’s attempt at controlling her tears had failed. They were flowing freely now, her voice wet and strained. “And if you don’t return?” she said.


    Patrick looked at his wife with desperate intensity. “I’m going to return.”


    Amy cried harder. Lorraine stood and hugged her, then looked over her shoulder at Patrick. “I’m not too sure this is wise, Patrick,” she said. “If these men are as dangerous as they seem…”


    Patrick’s gaze was unflinching. “Well then think about this, Lorraine: what if these dangerous men have got a hold of your husband and our children? What do you suggest we do? Sit here and wait? Excuse me, but fuck that.”
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    The moment after Patrick kissed his wife, hugged Lorraine, and walked out the front door armed with a loaded rifle, the two women sprang into action. They did exactly as Patrick had said: locked every window and door, turned off all lights, then hurried to Norman and Lorraine’s bedroom where they both took a spot on the floor, against the wall, out of plain sight, knees bent to the chest, arms wrapped tight around them, not daring to speak for the first few minutes they sat huddled together.


    “What do we do if Norm and the kids show up?” Amy eventually whispered.


    “What do you mean?” Lorraine’s whisper was even softer.


    “Does he have a key, or will we have to get up and let him in?”


    “He has a key,” she said. “But I’m sure he’d think it odd if I locked the door. I never lock the front door.”


    A short pause.


    “I’m scared,” Amy said. “I want my babies to be okay.” And then quickly, she added, “Norm too of course.”


    Lorraine smiled. “I know, sweetheart.” She wrapped her arm around Amy and pulled her in tight. “We just have to do as Patrick said. We need to stay out of sight and wait for him to return.”


    “Oh God, but what if—”


    Lorraine squeezed Amy’s shoulder hard, cutting her off. “Stop thinking like that. We have to stay positive. We need to be strong.”


    “I am positive; I am strong.” She stopped, her eyes, lit only by moonlight, re-living something dark.


    “But those men…they’ve been following us. Watching us. They know—”


    Lorraine squeezed harder. “Stop it, Amy. We need to keep quiet for now and listen for Patrick and Norm. Focus on it, okay? Focus. We are going to see my husband and your family very soon. We are. I promise. Just focus on that and be strong, sweetheart, okay?”


    • • •


    Patrick held the rifle vertically, hidden along the length of his body as he walked towards the Blocker’s cabin. The last thing he wanted was a nosy neighbor reporting a strange man walking the perimeter of the lake with a rifle in hand, looking as though he meant to shoot anything that blinked. Or maybe he did want that. It might be the only way for the sheriff to show his face again. No—the dumb bastard would probably shoot him by mistake.


    Speaking of said dumb bastard, Patrick had no difficulty recalling the sheriff’s words and did not even try to enter the Blocker’s cabin through their front door. Instead he immediately headed around back and started for the cellar.


    Two heavy wooden doors lay on a slight angle up from the ground. Patrick bent over and tugged at them. They opened with a slow creak like something out of a horror film, and despite his focus, he could not help but snort at the appropriateness of it all.


    Patrick took slow crunchy steps down each bug- and leaf-encrusted stair until his nose was inches from the steel door that led inside the cellar. He found out (but had no time to swallow any pride) that the sheriff had indeed been correct. The cellar door was unlocked.


    With the rifle held firm in his right hand, Patrick gripped the knob on the cellar door with his left and turned it slowly. He eased the door open and stepped into darkness. It smelled of dust and mold. A damp chill found Patrick’s skin immediately. He shuddered involuntarily and used his free arm to rub the other in a bid for warmth.


    Eyes wide, Patrick was desperate to adjust to the blackness that was enveloping him with each step. He knew that in time his vision would become accustomed to the dark, but his anxiety and fortitude did not afford him any patience. His goal for now was to locate some source of light, and he immediately cursed himself for allowing his bravado to override a more efficient game plan back at the Mitchell’s. If he’d allowed his common sense to get a word in, he might have remembered a flashlight.


    • • •


    Lorraine and Amy had not moved. They remained huddled together in the dark, moonlight from the window their only source of light. They prayed they would soon hear the jingle of Norm’s keys in the lock, or Patrick’s fist rapping on the door followed by the echo of his voice, assuring them that he was okay and to let him inside.


    They listened hard. They heard an owl’s incessant hoot. They heard tree branches crackle, each one a possible footstep. They heard the occasional gust of wind palm the glass of the bedroom window, rattling the frame. And that was all they heard. There was no jingling of Norm’s keys. No knock on the door, the echo of Patrick’s voice following. And each moment that passed without those hopeful sounds their unrelenting fear grew deeper.


    • • •


    Patrick had fumbled blindly throughout the cellar like a one-armed mummy, the rifle still tight to his side. He had managed to locate the railing of the staircase but questioned whether or not he should ascend without a credible source of light. Suppose it was equally dark upstairs? If his attackers were up there waiting, their eyes would be well adjusted; he would be a sitting duck.


    He had done his best to peruse the surrounding areas of the cellar, and with the exception of some damp boxes, many spider webs, and a wall of tools, he had found no flashlight. Not even a lighter or a box of matches. His only choice was obvious, and it was as unwelcome as any. He would have to climb the stairs in darkness.


    Patrick gripped the railing with his left and steadied the rifle with his right. He was hesitant on his first step for fear of the wood giving out a groan under his weight. If his attackers were behind the door above, waiting, he would need every conceivable advantage. He would need the element of surprise. Old wooden steps that complained with each foot you placed on them would be akin to announcing your arrival.


    He placed his toes gingerly on the first step, pushed on it, then allowed his heel to come down. No creak. He put his full weight on that one foot and then tried the other. Still no creak. Stair number one had passed the test.


    Stair number two would get the same treatment—one foot, toes first, and then the heel. When silence was the reward, the second foot would get its turn.


    Stairs three through thirteen all proved worthy to their first two counterparts and passed each delicate test with muffled brilliance. Fourteen was Patrick’s final hurdle. It was all that stood between him and the door leading into the Blocker’s home.


    He decided, on the spot, to bypass fourteen entirely. Instead he would brace his right foot on twelve, his left on thirteen, and keep the rifle fixed on the door the whole time. He would then lean forward with his left hand, turn the handle, and push the door open with as much strength as he could muster from his angled position. The moment asshole number one appeared in the doorway, he would be primed and ready—a solid, stable position to gain the upper hand. Or if worse came to worst, blow their heads clean off their fucking shoulders.


    Patrick’s right foot stepped gingerly back to twelve, his left taking a firm spot on thirteen. Rifle gripped tight in his right, his left hand stretched slowly towards the knob until his fingertips grazed the brass. Another small lean and he was there. He gripped the knob and turned slowly. When he could turn no more, Patrick held his breath, steadied the rifle, and shoved open the door.


    It was dark upstairs. Not as dark as the cellar, but dark. Patrick gripped the rifle with both hands now. His heart pounded in his ears. He wanted to shout, to taunt his enemies into appearing in that doorway so this could be done. Let their brazen silhouettes appear even for a second and I’ll blow a goddamn hole in them, he thought.


    And then step number ten creaked behind him. Patrick spun into a white light, his vision instantly gone. Two hefty blows followed: one to the groin when he raised his arm to shield his eyes, a second to the back of the head when he doubled over. Patrick slid down steps twelve through one face-first.
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    Amy Lambert and Lorraine Mitchell were both close to experiencing a full-body cramp. The tight bundles they’d wrapped themselves into had been taut throughout their wait, however the jingle of Norman Mitchell’s keys in the front door, or the knock and call from a safely-returned Patrick had yet to occur, so the two women had no such intentions of relocating just yet. Fear kept them rooted tight.


    “I need to pee,” Amy whispered.


    Their conversations thus far had been shared worry and desperate reassurances things would work themselves out, reassurances they prayed they would one day reminisce about: Norman was actually with the kids and just happened to be behind schedule. Patrick searched the Blocker house and found nothing. Or better yet, Patrick searched the Blocker house, found Arty and the man with the shaved head, and kicked the living crap out of both of them before they were hauled off to jail.


    “I know, sweetie,” Lorraine whispered back. “I need to go too.”


    “Should we try?”


    “I wouldn’t.”


    “Dammit,” Amy said. “I’m scared and I have to pee. Great combination.”


    “At least we haven’t been drinking.”


    “Patrick and I were earlier.”


    The mention of her husband’s name conjured up his image. At the restaurant, smiling adoringly at her from across the table. Now her kids, laughing and playing with Oscar behind the cabin. Now Oscar. Likely dead. Patrick holding the rifle, his expression of frantic conviction contagious. The man with the shaved head on the porch, pointing a gun, taunting Patrick. Arty appearing, holding the doll, waving its arm, smirking at them. The possibility that these men had her babies…


    “This can’t be real,” she said. “This…” The grim images flashed again. “This can’t be real.”


    Lorraine’s face turned equally somber. Amy continued.


    “I keep thinking I’m going to wake from a dream at any moment, you know? I mean this is the kind of stuff that you see in the movies, not real life.”


    “In the movies the good guys always win,” Lorraine said.


    Amy glanced at Lorraine, then looked away when she said, “It depends on what movie you’re watching.”


    Lorraine didn’t reply.


    Amy looked out the bedroom window. The moon was full and strong. She stared up at it as she spoke. “You see stuff in the media about all these horrible things going on all over the world. You see people murdering for something as ridiculous as a pair of shoes. You see the constant violence and struggles in the Middle East, and it’s tragic and horrible, but there’s still a sense of righteousness over there, a belief in what they’re doing. The result is terrible and violent, but the motive is there. Even the man who murders for shoes has a motive. No matter how ludicrously asinine, he still has a motive. He wants the shoes.”


    “Amy—”


    “You see that’s just it, Lorraine. A motive. There’s no motive here. No reason for this to be happening. These men…they’re having fun with us. Playing with us like it’s some kind of game. That’s not a motive, is it?”


    Amy took her eyes off the moon and looked at Lorraine. She didn’t want a response from her neighbor, just an ear so she could vent. But Lorraine responded anyway. And the response frightened Amy.


    “Maybe having no motive is their motive. They torment others because they enjoy it. Nothing more.”


    Amy fell silent. She saw despair in Lorraine’s eyes and she immediately touched the woman’s knee and rubbed it. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought all this crap up. I guess in some weird way it’s therapeutic for me to talk about it. In retrospect I guess it’s kind of like talking about all the gory details of your impending surgery before they slice you open, huh?”


    Lorraine produced a tired but genuine smile. “I suppose that would be a somewhat competent analogy. Although I could have done without ‘gory’ and ‘slice you open.’”


    Amy now genuinely smiled herself and rubbed Lorraine’s knee again, keeping her hand there. “Time to change the subject?”


    “Please.”


    Amy kept smiling. “Maybe when this is all over we’ll all go on a trip together. Somewhere warm maybe?”


    Lorraine put her hand on top of Amy’s. “Norm and I haven’t been to Florida in awhile.”


    Amy closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the wall. She took the first peaceful breath she’d taken in hours. “Patrick and I used to rent this amazing place in Clearwater before the kids were born.”


    “Clearwater? Norm brought me there once to watch the Phillies during spring training. It was absolutely lovely. Such a beautiful—”


    Amy clamped down onto Lorraine’s knee with a sudden jolt. “SHHHHH!”


    Lorraine jumped then gaped at Amy. “What?”


    Amy’s hand stayed locked on Lorraine’s knee. She held her breath, refused to even blink, afraid the wet click of her lids would impede her hearing. She eventually spoke in a dramatic whisper. “Did you hear that?”


    Lorraine pecked her head forward, listened intently. She turned back to Amy and shook her head no.


    “The back door,” Amy mouthed. Their previous conversation of vacations and Florida had risen pleasantly upwards into a semi-normal tone. Now it was a minute decibel above lip-reading. “I heard something at the back door.”


    Lorraine tilted an ear upward, listened again. A light rapping echoed from somewhere outside. A moan followed, low and pained.


    “What is that?” Lorraine said.


    Amy shook her head.


    The rapping was louder now, the moan longer, desperate.


    Amy released her grip on Lorraine’s knee. “There’s someone at the back door.”


    Lorraine snatched Amy’s hand right back. “Don’t you dare.”


    “It sounds like someone’s hurt.” She pulled her hand free from Lorraine’s. “What if it’s Patrick?”


    “Amy, NO.” Lorraine’s eyes held panic. “We don’t know WHAT that is. It could be a trap. We need to stay here.” She reached for Amy’s hand again. Amy wouldn’t take it.


    “What if it’s not a trap? What if it is Patrick? What if he’s hurt?” Amy’s whisper was louder now, her voice raspy.


    “Amy…”


    “I’m going to look,” Amy said. “I’m not going to open the door, but I’m going to go look.”


    “Amy…”


    “I’ll stay low to the ground and out of sight. When I get close to the door I can peek out through the window and get a quick look. No one will see me.”


    “Amy, please…”


    “Lorraine, goddamnit, if it is my husband then I’m going to fucking help him.” Amy’s eyes were strong and unbreakable. Lorraine’s chest sunk and she hung her head. Amy leaned in and hugged her hard. “I’m sorry. But you’d do the same for Norm, right? You’d do the same.” Lorraine lifted her head, closed her eyes and nodded. Amy nodded back and repeated, “I’ll stay low to the ground and out of sight.”
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    Jim rocked impatiently from one foot to the other like a boy needing to pee. He even squeezed his groin a few times. But unlike a boy who might squeeze to stifle back the sensation to pee for fear of wetting his pants, Jim squeezed because it tickled hot with anticipation.


    He thought of a familiar song. Something about waiting being the hardest part. Tom Petty. Was it Tom Petty? Yeah—that’s who it was. Well Tom was right. Waiting was fucking excruciating.


    He squeezed his groin again.




    36


    Amy slowly uncoiled from her ball. Her legs were tight and cramped and she gratefully extended them outward, rubbing both vigorously to get the blood flowing.


    Rolling flat onto her stomach, she then began inching along on her belly. She reached the bedroom door and rolled to one side, straining an arm upward until her fingers touched the knob. She strained an inch further and gripped the knob tight. She managed a look over her shoulder before turning it. Lorraine was wincing at her, as if expecting the turning of the knob to trigger an alarm. Amy brought her head back to the door, gently turned the knob (she heard Lorraine’s breath catching behind her), and then opened the door just wide enough to maneuver herself out into the living room. She looked back at Lorraine one last time. Lorraine stared back with terrible apprehension. Amy gave a weak nod and an even weaker smile, then slithered out of the bedroom.


    • • •


    Amy was flat to the ground. She slithered slowly towards the back door, using muscles she never knew she had. She stopped, strained both eyes upward, and could now see the window to the back door—about ten feet ahead.


    There was another groan, but weaker now. Failing? she thought. Was his health failing? Amy was filled with a dreadful sense of urgency. She slithered faster, desperately trying to resist the urge to pop up onto all fours and crawl to her target.


    She was close now. A foot tops. The window was high and to the left. If she timed it right, she could snatch a decent look despite the lack of light. If it was her husband, she would recognize him instantly, dark or no dark.


    With a swift but cautious burst, she made the extra foot to the door and propped up onto her knees. Now both feet under her butt in a catcher’s stance.


    Rise slowly and ease your head up just enough to get a peek. Just a peek. Strain your eyes until they bleed if you have to, but just take a quick peek for now, then right back down again. Just a quick peek.


    Amy rose slowly. Her thigh muscles burned. Inexplicably, she quickly thought of doing squats at her gym back home. She hated squats, and she hated the Nazi fitness instructor that made her do hundreds in class. Right now she would happily do a million and kiss the Nazi instructor afterwards if it meant being back home.


    Her head was an inch from the window. She could feel the cold radiating off the pane of glass as she neared it. She could look up and see the black sky.


    Another inch. She was level with the window now.


    Quick peek.


    Amy popped her head up and looked down. Patrick was there. Flat on his back, eyes closed.


    Amy jumped to her feet and cried out his name. She unlocked the back door, ripped it open, fell to her knees at her husband’s side.


    “Patrick!” she cried again as she frantically checked his body for injuries. She bent over and pressed her ear to his chest. A powerful hand snatched hold of Amy’s ponytail from behind, jerking her backwards onto her butt. The hand yanked the ponytail down like a handle, forcing Amy’s head skyward where she was greeted to a hard, wet kiss.


    The man with the shaved head licked his lips and grinned. “Hello again, lover.”




    37


    Norman Mitchell had the patience of a saint. He therefore stressed little when Carrie, who had insisted she was capable of eating the large ice cream sundae, projectile-vomited the entire contents of her tiny stomach into the back seat of the Volvo station wagon on the ride back to Crescent Lake.


    A rest-stop-cleaning job later and they were back on the road, windows down, Carrie donning a ghostly complexion, and Caleb holding his nose from the smell of curdled cream that still polluted his memory.


    “How’re you doing back there, sweetheart?” Norman called to the back seat.


    Carrie was too afraid to open her mouth. She could only nod, hoping Norm would catch the quick bob of her head from the rearview mirror.


    “We’re almost home, just hang on.”


    “It stinks!” Caleb yelled over the rushing wind from the open windows.


    Carrie, who would have ordinarily responded with an immediate swipe in Caleb’s direction, remained motionless. Nausea was in town, and gulping air and staying exceptionally motionless was the courtesy. Still, she did manage to cast a sinister glare at her brother. The second she felt better she would bop him a good one for sure.


    • • •


    When Norman pulled his blue Volvo station wagon into the driveway of cabin ten, his first words were, “What the heck?”


    This prompted both Carrie (whose nausea was now all but gone) and Caleb to lean forward in their car seats and simultaneously ask: “What?”


    The interior of the Mitchell cabin was dark, yet the front door was wide-open. Norm kept the car idling, his headlights the only source of light on the cabin. He clicked his high beams on hoping to get a better view of the cabin’s interior via the open front door. He also hoped the extra glare from his high beams would be a silent honk of his horn and prompt his wife, or maybe the Lamberts, to appear in that open doorway, hands shielding their eyes, waving him in.


    When Carrie asked why they weren’t going up the rest of the driveway, Norman gave the little girl an honest, albeit useless answer. “I don’t know,” he said.


    Carrie was eager. “Are we gonna—”


    “Kids,” Norm began, “I’m going to leave the car running here, then go inside. I’m going to lock all the car doors and I want you to keep them locked until I come back outside. Okay?”


    “Why?” Carrie asked.


    “Can you just do that for me? Please?”


    Both kids nodded.


    “When I come back out, then you can unlock them. Okay? Do you understand? Keep them locked until Mr. Mitchell comes back out.”


    They nodded again.


    And then it was Caleb who asked, “What’s wrong?”


    Norman forced a smile. “Nothing’s wrong, buddy. Silly Mrs. Mitchell just left the front door open. I want to go in first and make sure no animals got inside and started gobblin’ up all our food.” He made a silly face and pretended to nosh on something the way a squirrel might a nut.


    Caleb smiled.


    Carrie did not. “Where are Mommy and Daddy?” she asked.


    “They’re probably next door at your cabin, sweetheart.”


    Carrie looked out her car window towards their cabin next door. It was black. “I don’t think they’re home,” she said.


    Norman noticed it too. Oh please, God, let them be screwing each other, he thought. Please let the worst of our problems be catching them in the act. And why not? It made sense. It made perfect sense. Time away from the kids. Romantic cabin to themselves. They’ve probably been at it all night.


    But his own house? Pitch black with the front door wide open? His stomach swirled with adrenaline. He did not want to waste time making excuses anymore. Norm moved with an urgency that he prayed would not contaminate the children.


    “Kids, can you just do as Mr. Mitchell says and wait here in the car please?”


    The children didn’t nod this time; they stared back with uncomfortable wonder.


    Norm took it as a regrettable yes. “Great. I’ll be right back. Just hold tight okay?”


    Norm opened his car door and stepped out. He clicked the tiny black switch on the driver door’s interior and all four locks thumped as they shrunk into their holes. He closed the car door, waved and forced another smile at the kids, then jogged to his open front door, the high beams of his idling Volvo lighting his path.


    “Lorraine?” he called the moment he was inside. He took two more steps, each one slow and delicate as though the floor might give under his weight. “Lorraine? You in here, honey?” He heard nothing but the distant idle of the Volvo outside.


    Norman began to imagine the worst. He thought of the man who had accosted Amy at the market and then peeked into her bedroom window last night. Had he come back? And if he had, was he dangerous?


    Norman felt his pulse thumping all over. He was imagining the worst. But better to imagine the worst and be prepared than to be ignorant and caught off guard, right? He scanned his surroundings, searching for a potential weapon. A sharp metal poker was leaning up against their fireplace to his left. He hurried over and grabbed hold of it. He steadied it in his hand like a fencer about to duel. Am I really going to have to use this?


    “Lorraine?” he called again. His voice cracked this time, the adrenaline sapping his saliva.


    Norman took cautious steps towards the bedroom, the tip of the black poker leading the way. The bedroom door was open a crack. He placed the tip of the poker against the door and pushed slowly. The door felt heavy on the end of the poker as he pushed it open.


    He took in every inch of the dark room, squeezing the handle of the poker for all he was worth. He twisted his left arm and blindly patted the wall to his left, feeling for the light switch. He found the switch and flicked it upward. The room came alive with light, and Norm blinked quickly so his eyes would adjust.


    The bed was made. The closet doors were shut tight. The room looked as if he may have been the first to visit that day.


    Norm let out a long, slow breath. Yes, the room was empty, and yes, he would still need to search the rest of the cabin, but the morbid thought of finding his wife murdered in their bed (a thought that had refused to leave his mind the second it crawled in there) had not come to fruition; and for that he felt a relief like no other.


    Norm took another couple of steps into his bedroom, gave one last grateful look at their empty bed, then turned back towards the door. It was then he realized why the bedroom door had felt so heavy on the end of the poker when he pushed it open. His wife Lorraine was hanging on the back of it. Her head hung to one side, eyes open and lifeless, sagging lips already blue. Below the blue mouth her throat was slashed ear to ear, her entire torso soaked in red.


    Norm dropped the poker to his side without realizing it. He didn’t cry and he didn’t scream. He could only stare. If he had found his wife dead in bed as he had feared, he would have rushed to her side and wept. After the weeping he would have righted himself and began cursing and screaming vengeance while thrashing around like a wild man with that poker as his equalizer. But this? This image? How could he have possibly evoked such a thing? The shock was brilliant. It made him certain his vision was a hoax, a ludicrous trick that projected a false image of his dead wife hanging before him like a giant flesh-puppet stored away on its hook.


    His shock had made him deaf, too. He didn’t hear the closet door open behind him. Didn’t hear the footsteps approach his back. And he didn’t hear the aluminum bat whistling down onto his skull.


    • • •


    The Volvo’s headlights continued shining on the open front door of the Mitchell’s cabin. Carrie and Caleb waited anxiously in the back seat for Norman to reappear.


    Norman never did reappear; but someone else did. It was a man who looked very familiar to Carrie. He had dark hair and dark eyes (except he was wearing a big white Band-Aid on his cheek now for some reason) and was smiling brightly as he approached the car. It was also evident that he was carrying something behind his back.


    As the man came within a foot of Carrie’s window he leaned forward at the waist and, still smiling brightly, sang, “Look who I’ve got…!”


    Josie the doll was whipped out from behind the man’s back and pressed up against the car window.


    Carrie’s eyes jumped with delight and her squeal of “Josie!” reverberated through the car window and above the idling car.


    “Hi, Carrie,” the man said loudly through the glass. He over-annunciated each word. “Your mommy and daddy are at my house. We’re having a big party and they asked me if I would come pick you and your brother up and bring you over there.”


    He held the doll up against the window again and moved it from side to side as though it was dancing. Carrie giggled and the man laughed. He then asked, “Do you think you could unlock the door for Josie and me?”
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    Maria Fannelli usually didn’t bake cookies this time of night. On any other evening she would have been finishing the last drop of her chamomile tea, switching off the television, and making her way upstairs to prepare for bed.


    But there would be an exception tonight. A very special exception. Her grandchildren were on their way over.


    Her son had phoned ahead and told her to expect the children soon. Maria had no sooner hung up the phone before she began gliding from one corner of her kitchen to the other, snatching the necessary ingredients from both her cupboard and refrigerator. Her smile, the kind of smile only a grandmother awaiting the arrival of her grandchildren is capable of producing, never waned for an instant.


    • • •


    Once the cookies were in the oven, Maria returned to her den. She was too excited to sit, so she stood, waiting in front of her recliner—pink house-robe from neck to ankles, red fuzzy slippers on the feet, warm, welcoming blue slits beneath a pair of thick lenses, and shoulder-length white hair that was just slightly tangled and unkempt.


    Ask five people to draw a lion and you’d get five different lions. Ask those same five to draw a grandmother and you’d get five Maria Fannellis.


    Maria waited in front of that recliner, wringing her soft white hands together as though she had four winning lottery numbers, the impending knock on her front door the official announcement of the fifth and final.


    When the knock arrived she found herself moving with a speed that surprised even her. She opened the front door and those blue slits behind the lenses stretched wide and that grandmother-smile took up half her face.


    She bent forward and hugged her grandchildren with as much love and vigor as her body could muster. When she was finished she stood upright, smiled adoringly at her son, and gave him a hug of equal love and vigor.


    Arty Fannelli hugged his mother back and said, “Hi, Ma. Are those cookies we smell?”
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    One Hour Earlier


    Arty drove the Volvo Station Wagon towards his mother’s house. Carrie and Caleb were silent in the back seat, Caleb’s eyes getting heavy, and Carrie over the moon, pre-occupied with Josie’s return.


    It was imperative that Arty call his mother before their arrival, but first he needed to touch base with Jim to ensure their prior arrangements were moving along as planned.


    Arty flipped open his cell phone and dialed his brother’s number. Jim answered on the first ring.


    “What’s up?”


    “So far so good,” Arty said.


    “You call Mom yet?”


    “Not yet. I wanted to get hold of you first—make sure things were moving along okay.”


    “Everything’s fine here. I’m at Mom’s now.”


    “You’re there now?”


    “Yeah, no worries though; she didn’t hear anything. I’ve got them fixed up tight in the basement. Lights are all off. It’s black as coal down here. We’re good.”


    Arty lowered his voice and said, “Well you’ll need to wait until I can get Mom and the kids into the family room before you try and move them upstairs.”


    “But you haven’t called Mom yet,” Jim said. “We don’t have much of a plan B if she’s having an on day do we?”


    “I told you she’ll be off. She was spacey when I was there earlier setting up the camera. She didn’t even ask any questions when she saw me running wire through the floor. Kills me to say it, but she’ll be off. She’ll be off.”


    “Okay,” Jim said. “But call her now.”


    “Fine. If there’s a problem, I’ll call you back. If not, then you know we’re good to go and I’ll send you a text to let you know when you can start moving them.”


    “Alright.”


    Arty snapped his phone shut and turned to the kids in back. His mouth was barely open when Carrie beat him to the punch.


    “Where’s Mr. Mitchell?” she asked.


    Arty turned back towards the road. “He’ll be there; don’t you worry.”


    Carrie frowned. “I don’t get it.”


    “You don’t get what?”


    “How will Mr. Mitchell get to the party?”


    Arty smiled. “He’s going to drive sweetheart. How else would he get there?”


    “But this is his car.”


    Clever little bitch, Arty thought.


    “I know it is, sweetheart. Mr. Mitchell is going to be getting a ride with Mrs. Mitchell. He’s back there at the cabin now waiting for her to pick him up with a different car. Okay?”


    “No—I still don’t get it.”


    Oh how he wished he could tell the truth. To watch the expression on her little face when he told her that Mr. Mitchell was very dead. That his bald head was split open like a ripe melon. Would you be as inquisitive then, you little shit? I don’t think so.


    “I’ll tell you what, honey,” Arty began, “Why don’t we let Mr. Mitchell himself explain it to you when we get to the party? How does that sound?”


    Carrie didn’t answer, and that was just fine with Arty. He treasured the silence for a moment before bringing up something crucial to the game. He spoke slow and concise like a schoolteacher.


    “Hey, kids? You’re going to be meeting my mother at the party tonight. She’s a very friendly lady who loves to play silly games.” He shot a quick smile over his shoulder. “Her favorite game is a goofy one where she teases and pretends to be everybody’s grandmother. It’s a game she loves to play, and she takes it very seriously. And you know what the best part is? If you play along I’m sure she’ll bake up some cookies for us.” Another quick smile over the shoulder. “How does that sound? You think you can play along? Because I can tell you right now; my mom makes some pretty tasty cookies.”


    “Will she pretend to be my Mommy and Daddy’s grandmother too?” Carrie asked.


    “Probably,” Arty said. “She can be pretty silly sometimes.”


    Carrie laughed. “That’s funny.”


    Arty grinned. “It is funny isn’t it?” He flipped open his phone again, dialed, waited a tick, and then, “Hey, Ma! Guess what?”
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    Jim Fannelli was in the basement of his mother’s house waiting for a text message from his brother Arty. The basement had a ground-level entrance via sliding glass door that Arty had left unlocked during his earlier visit when he was installing the camera. Jim used it to bring both Amy and Patrick Lambert through unobserved.


    Husband and wife were both gagged, then bound at the wrists and ankles. The exertion of moving them (especially a man Patrick’s size) annoyed Jim, and he was only too happy to drop them hard onto the basement floor like bags of laundry—Patrick first, and then Amy. When Amy hit, the heavy impact brought out a cry and a whimper. Patrick instantly growled and fought his binds.


    Jim laughed. “They should be here soon, tiger,” he said. “I just spoke to Arty a few minutes ago.”


    Patrick lay on his side to Jim’s right, Amy flat on her back and to the left. Both bodies were vertical silhouettes on the floor as Jim didn’t dare offer up any light for fear of alerting his mother to his presence so soon.


    Amy tried screaming through her gag once, but this resulted in a resounding stomp to her solar plexus that curled her body into a breathless, agonizing ball. Patrick went berserk the instant the blow landed and flailed desperately against his binds. He received an equally debilitating blow in the form of a hefty boot to the head that all but knocked him unconscious.


    “Jesus, you guys aren’t making this easy on yourselves are you?” Jim said. “I mean all you have to do is lay here and shut the hell up and I’ll leave you alone.” He spit on the concrete floor. “I mean no one’s gonna rescue you out here in Mayberry. We might as well be on another fucking planet.”


    He laughed as softly as he could before adding, “And don’t think Arty and I don’t know about your little buddy the sheriff. I’m sure it’ll kill you to agree with me here, big guy, but you gotta admit he’s a useless old fucker, isn’t he? Couldn’t catch cold wearing undies in a snowstorm.” He paused, liking to think he was about to answer the questions they would have undoubtedly asked had they not been gagged.


    “Yeah, he searched that cabin we were at,” he said. “Did a bang up job too.” He laughed again, a little louder now. He put a hand over his mouth for a few seconds to catch himself, eventually whispered, “At one point Arty and I were standing no more than three feet from him, I shit you not. The old fart was in the kitchen poking around, and we were pressed up against the opposite wall doing our best not to piss ourselves laughing.


    “He didn’t even check the bedroom where Arty hit a homerun with those old folks’ heads. We were stressing about that—worrying that we might have missed something, ya know? Like a spot of blood or whatever. But the dumb fucker didn’t even check the room.” He couldn’t help it; Jim barked out a single laugh before instantly slapping a hand over his mouth and whispering, “Shit.”


    Amy started to cry.


    “Aw, don’t start doing that, lover,” Jim said. “We’ve got a long night ahead of us. I don’t want you drying up on me…” He squatted next to her, wiped away the tears, guided his fingers down her body, stopping at the crotch of her sweats, grinned and added, “…In more ways than one.”


    The sexual innuendo resonated with Patrick instantly; he went berserk against his binds again.


    “You’re right, Patrick,” Jim said, turning towards him. “God dammit, you’re right. If she does start drying up on me I could just use a little something to keep the cylinders running smoothly, yeah? A nice lube job? With an average catch I usually just spit on my cock. But your wife?” He wheeled back around to Amy, patted her on the ass, then stood. “She’d get the good stuff. Maybe some of that expensive shit that gets all warm and tingly the faster you fuck…” He started pumping his hips back and forth, both hands miming a grip onto an imaginary ass in front. “Give us both a little pleasure, yeah? What do you say, lover?”


    Patrick gargled something loud into his gag.


    Jim froze his sexual mime in mid-thrust. Slowly turned towards Patrick. “Okay, that was a little too loud, Patrick. You’re leaving me few options. I know you’re pissed off—and I don’t blame you one bit, tiger—but still, way too loud.


    “So it seems like my only option is to just keep on beating you until you eventually shut up. But something tells me you’re a pretty stubborn guy. So why don’t I just say this, so we can put an immediate end to everything and have some peace and quiet. Here goes: if you don’t shut the fuck up, right now, and stay shut the fuck up, I will be sure that your little angels—who are due to arrive here at any moment by the way—will experience fear and pain beyond anything you can possibly imagine.”


    Jim paused and licked his lips. “Do I make myself clear, stud?” He turned to Amy. “What about you, lover? Am I clear with you too?” He took a step back. “Am I clear with the both of you?”


    The basement was still as dark as ever, and husband and wife were still silhouettes, but the shocked whites of their eyes managed to penetrate the gloom the instant their children were mentioned. Stone silence followed.


    “Good,” Jim said. “Good mommy. Good daddy.”
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    The light shuffling of footsteps from above had been a constant the entire time Jim held the Lamberts captive in his mother’s basement. When the smell of baked cookies floated their way down the basement stairs, Jim’s heartfelt smile nearly gave way to tears.


    “Bless her heart,” he said after a strong sniff of chocolate and cookie dough. “Listen to her scurrying around up there. She’s so excited.”


    And then the light shuffling above became hurried shuffling. The sound of a door opening. Muffled voices, enthusiastic in pitch. More footsteps, both heavy and light.


    Jim looked at the ceiling, his eyes widening with excitement, mouth hanging open before curling upward into a smile. “You hear that?” he whispered, still looking at the ceiling. “Hundred to one they’re here.” He brought his attention back to the bound couple on the floor. “My brother and your kids are here.”




    42


    August 2003


    Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania

  Penn Comprehensive Neuroscience Center

  Philadelphia, PA.


    Arty Fannelli, 27, and Jim Fannelli, 25, wanted to stand, not sit, when the neurologist came in to give them the diagnosis.


    “Dementia?” Arty said. “You mean like Alzheimer’s?”


    The doctor, a tall middle-aged man with thinning blonde hair and small rimless glasses, held up a hand and shook his head. “No, no,” he said. “Dementia is a rather generic definition, for lack of a better phrase. We ran a CAT scan and gave her several cognitive functioning tests. She did exhibit a few of the symptoms you had expressed concern about earlier, however I believe it’s far too early to give a diagnosis of something specific like Alzheimer’s.”


    “So what does that mean?” Jim asked. “Does that mean she can get better if she takes medication?”


    The doctor took a deep breath. “Well…sort of. There are medications we can try that may help her condition, however I feel obligated to be very frank and honest with you here. Your mother is only sixty-three years old. That’s a relatively young age to start showing the symptoms she’s been exhibiting.”


    “Which means she’ll get worse,” Arty said.


    The doctor looked at the floor for a moment before looking back up and saying, “Yes. But the point I am trying to get across is that because of the early onset—”


    “It’ll come on faster and be more severe,” Arty said.


    “Well, I wouldn’t have necessarily put it so succinctly, however—”


    “It’s true though, right?” Arty asked. “I mean we’re all men here, doc. You don’t need to baby us.” Arty’s expression was ice.


    The doctor’s face reddened. He nodded quickly. “Of course…I…it’s just that some people prefer more subtle ways of delivering this kind of information. You obviously prefer a more straightforward approach. ”


    “Yes.”


    The doctor nodded quickly again.


    Jim and Arty exchanged looks. Jim looked on the verge of angry tears. Arty was still ice.


    “I am assuming your father is no longer in the picture?” The doctor asked. His tone was like a feather.


    “He passed away,” Arty said.


    The doctor tried on a look of professional sympathy. “I see.”


    “So what happens now?” Arty asked.


    “Well, as I mentioned earlier, we should definitely try medication; but I would also consider looking into some sort of long-term-care community.”


    “A rest home?” Jim blurted.


    “In a manner of speaking,” the doctor replied. “A home where she can be watched and assisted as needed. At the moment she seems perfectly capable of performing most tasks, but there is a good chance her recollection of time and place will become distorted. She may also begin to struggle with remembering certain rudimentary domestic skills.


    “Now keep in mind, this may happen soon, or it may not. It could be years from now before her symptoms progress to that point. But of course if they begin to develop sooner rather than later—which, as we just discussed, may be likely—it’s nice to have peace of mind to know she’s being looked after.”


    “We’re going to look after her,” Arty said.


    Arty’s tone made the doctor take a step back. “Great.” He swallowed and cleared his throat. “That’s even better. It’s obvious you care very deeply for your mother. Having family look after a loved one is always—”


    “We’ll look after her until the day she dies.”


    The doctor took another step back, turned and hurried towards a stack of papers on the white counter-top. Without turning back around he said, “How about I write that prescription for you now?”


    • • •


    Maria Fannelli wanted to know what the doctor had said. The boys lied to her.


    “That doctor is full of shit, Ma,” Arty said. “He was going on and on about this and that, and none of it was making much sense. Right, Jim?”


    Jim sat in the back seat of the car looking out the window, his mind somewhere else entirely.


    “James?” Maria said.


    Jim turned away from the window and looked at his mother. She stared at him from the passenger seat.


    “Are you alright? Is Arthur telling me the truth?”


    “Everything’s fine, Mom.” Jim spoke with no affect.


    “There, you see?” Arty said, reaching out and rubbing his mother’s knee. “Now, the doctor gave us a prescription for some medicine he wants you to try.”


    “Medicine for what?” Maria asked. “I thought you said he was full of s-h-i-t?”


    “It’s no big deal, Ma; it’s just a precautionary thing. Jim and I will drop you at Alberta’s house, and you two can chat for a little bit while we get your prescription filled. Okay? Sound good?”


    Maria turned and looked at Jim again, then back towards Arty in the driver’s seat. There was a look of uncertainty in her eyes. “Do you boys promise you’re telling me everything?”


    Arty looked in the rear view mirror without moving his head. He caught Jim’s stare and the two shook hands with their eyes.


    “Yes, Mom,” Arty said. “We promise.”


    • • •


    Jim began crying seconds after they’d dropped their mother off at Alberta’s house. Arty reached his right arm over towards the passenger seat and rubbed his brother’s shoulder. Jim punched the dashboard twice.


    “Whoa, easy, bro,” Arty said. “We’ll get through this. I meant what I said in that office. We’ll look after her until the day she dies.”


    Jim wiped his tears away and fell silent. He stared out the window, his eyes glazed, the passing view the visual equal of white noise.


    “Hey,” Arty said. “Hey, you still with me?”


    “I’m here,” Jim replied.


    “What are you thinking?”


    He said nothing.


    “Jim?”


    Still staring out the window he said, “I’m thinking someone else needs to hurt the way I hurt.”


    “Will that make you feel better?”


    Jim turned away from the window and looked at his brother. He didn’t have to say anything.


    Arty nodded.


    “But I want something different,” Jim said. “I don’t want any transients or whores.”


    Arty raised a brow. “Careful, Jim,” he said. “Don’t lose me.”


    “No one’s losing anybody. Just drive for a bit, okay?”


    • • •


    Arty had done as his brother had asked and drove for a bit. They headed west on route 30, venturing further away from the city until they began entering the affluent strip of the Philadelphia suburbs.


    “Jim, this is the Mainline,” Arty said. “Rich assholes with a neighborhood watch for their neighborhood watch. We should turn around.”


    “Get off 30,” Jim said. “Turn down one of these streets or something, I don’t care.”


    Arty made a left off 30 at the next stoplight.


    “Jim, it’s the middle of the afternoon in fucking suburbia. If someone goes missing around here people will give a shit.” He paused, studying his brother’s profile to see if his words were having an effect. “If you want to do what I think you want to do, then we need to turn around and head back—”


    “Stop,” Jim said. He didn’t shout the command, just spoke it aloud as though reading from a book.


    Arty thought his brother was trying to shut him up. “Stop?”


    “Stop the car.”


    Arty silently obeyed and slowed to a stop alongside a long strip of residential curb. Enormous houses with lawns big enough to host professional soccer games stood regally in the distance.


    “Jim, what are you thinking?” Arty asked. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”


    Jim looked past his brother and out the driver’s side window. Arty followed his gaze. A young couple was walking ahead of them along the opposite side of the road. The answer was now clear.


    Arty said nothing. Jim kicked open his door and ran across the street. The couple couldn’t have been more than seventeen—high school kids walking hand in hand, treasuring summer love.


    Jim punched the boy to the ground before the young man was even aware of what was going on. The girl screamed in horror but was instantly silenced by Arty who snuck up behind her and placed a hand over her mouth and an arm around her throat.


    Jim was now mounted on top of the boy and punching into his face, shredding it with each sickening crack of bone on flesh. Arty looked on as he held the writhing girl in his arms, knowing a simple beating would not be enough for his brother—he would need much more.


    Jim, as though homing in on his brother’s intuition, exceeded the mere beating and jammed both thumbs deep into the teenager’s eyes. The boy squealed in a pitch that was only matched by the girl being held by Arty.


    “Jesus, Jim!” Arty laughed, his previous apprehension now gone as the violent contagion took hold of him, a common occurrence when his younger brother’s hysteria grew to epic proportions.


    Jim pushed off the young man’s chest and leapt to his feet. He brought his foot high into the air and stomped down hard onto the blinded boy’s face, knocking him unconscious. A second and third stomp deformed the boy’s face and took most of his teeth out.


    Jim looked up and grinned at Arty, his eyes wild, saliva dripping from his mouth—a pervert watching a porno.


    The young girl in Arty’s arms was in absolute hysterics. Jim approached her with wet thumbs and wiped the gore from her boyfriend’s eyes onto her face.


    “Time to go,” Jim eventually said with a breathless calm, the porno now finished, his load shot, the ritual nap after calling his name. Arty nodded, spun the girl around, and head-butted her square in the face with the force of a bowling ball down a laundry chute. The girl dropped to the ground as though her legs had been cut from beneath her, and the two brothers ran to their car and drove back to the city to meet their mother.
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    “Of course they’re cookies!” Maria Fannelli said. “I couldn’t very well see my own grandchildren without filling their bellies full of cookies could I?”


    Carrie looked up at Arty, a giggle close to breaking loose. Arty looked down and met the child’s gaze. He winked, then out of the side of his mouth whispered, “See what I mean?”


    • • •


    Jim stared at his cell phone, willing it to beep. He wanted things to start so badly. He could hear Arty, his mother, and the two children above him, moving around and chattering back and forth, his mother’s laughter echoing above all else. He wanted to be a part of it. Waiting and listening down in the dark was agonizing. Yes, it was a vital part of the game, and yes, the next time it would be Arty’s turn to do the laborious bits behind the curtain while he got to work center stage, but those thoughts gave little comfort. Now was all that mattered. And right now he was anxious and annoyed.


    Jim walked over to Patrick and kicked him hard in the center of the back. When Patrick grunted and Amy whimpered for her husband, Jim said, “Sorry. I was just seeing if you guys were still awake.”


    • • •


    Once Arty was fairly confident his fictional brood had settled into the family room, he explained to his mother about the wound on his cheek (a silly accident he told her, nothing more), then took out his cell phone.


    “Are you going to call Mommy and Daddy to see when they’re coming back to the party?” Carrie asked.


    Maria looked at her son, her confusion evident. Arty smiled and walked towards the sofa. Caleb was at Maria’s feet munching on a cookie, and Arty ruffled his buzzed hair before leaning into the sofa, close enough to kiss his mother’s ear. He whispered, “It’s a little game we play, Ma. She’s just being silly.”


    Maria looked over at Carrie, then back at her son. Her face held the same look of innocence and wonder as Carrie’s did, and Arty found it hard to stomach the ironic similarity between the two.


    “Yes, honey,” Arty said. “I’m giving them a call now.” He looked at his mother and winked. Maria smiled and laughed. Caleb leaned his head all the way back into Maria’s lap and asked her what was funny. She responded by leaning forward, kissing Caleb’s forehead, and then offering up more cookies from the plate to her right. Caleb happily took another (the combo of more sugar and a four-year-old attention span kicking his query to the curb), and began to hum as he munched away, crumbs sprinkling the front of his shirt after each bite.


    • • •


    Jim’s cell phone beeped and his heart jumped. He flipped the small device open, casting a tiny green light in the black basement. The message read:


    in family room. move now. be quick n quiet



    Jim snapped the phone shut and jammed it into his pocket. He squatted down next to Patrick and said, “Okay, big man, you’re first.”


    • • •


    Carrie looked disappointed when Arty returned to the family room with his cell phone shut in hand.


    “Why didn’t you let me talk to them?” she asked.


    “They’re going to be here shortly, honey. They said they’ll talk to you then.”


    Carrie still looked displeased. Maria patted the spot next to her on the sofa and said, “Carrie, come on over here and sit next to me.”


    Carrie looked at Arty first: an uncertain look a child might give their parent before braving a swimming pool for the first time. Arty stood by the doorway of the family room; it gave him a reasonably clear view through the adjoining den and into the foyer that held the stairway. He was stood there for a reason, and Carrie’s look of uncertainty threatened a journey towards him.


    “Go on,” he said as he nudged her over with a quick flick of his head. “Don’t be rude.”


    Carrie took a big bite of her cookie then headed toward the sofa. Arty let go of the breath he was holding and smiled inside. Carrie flopped up onto the sofa seat causing Maria to bounce.


    “Whoop!” Maria laughed. “Such a big girl my granddaughter is!” She wrapped her arm around Carrie, pulled her in and squeezed.


    Carrie allowed the hug, but when she withdrew the little girl’s expression made Arty hold his breath again.


    “Why do you do that?” Carrie asked.


    “Do what?”


    Arty’s voice was sharp and firm. “Carrie.”


    Carrie ignored him. “Pretend to be my grandmother.”


    Maria’s face was like a child’s again. “Pretend?” she said.


    Arty, who had no intention of leaving his post by the family room door anytime soon, risked a quick walk over to the sofa and bent forward so he was eye level with Carrie. His eyes held a threat, but hers returned no fear; they were stubborn and unblinking. She simply turned her head back to Maria (if she wasn’t sitting on a sofa, Arty was certain the willful little brat would have turned her entire back to him) and continued.


    “Yeah,” she continued. “You like to pretend you’re everyone’s grandmother.”


    Maria put a hand to her chest. She then slid the hand upward, squeezing both lapels of her robe together, a habit of hers when she got confused, tightening up her armor to keep the bad out.


    “I do?” she eventually asked. She looked at Arty with another expression he was all too familiar with:


    Am I forgetting things again, Arthur?


    Arty burned with rage. He wanted to break his own rules of the game and whack his palm across the side of Carrie’s defiant little face. He wanted to grab the little girl by her ear and tell her what he and his brother had planned for her and her family later this evening. He wanted to tell her so badly his stomach cramped and his head throbbed.


    And then his own voice, like a hand on his shoulder, counseled him—as it always did.


    This is a big part of the game, Arty. You need to harness this feeling. Bottle it up for now. Uncork it on the little bitch at the appropriate time. This is one of your many gifts. What makes you and Jim so special. What separates you from the rest of the rabble: the pathetic fools with grandiose delusions of malevolent superiority, who ultimately fall flat because they lack the control to truly excel. And you do excel, Arty. If you could leash your rage with those hillbillies at the bar, you can certainly do it with a six-year-old child. All part of the game, Arty…all part of the game.


    The red in Arty’s skin drained away. His breathing steadied and the tight fist at his side slowly unclenched. He laughed hard and loud, and with a smile that was all teeth said, “She’s teasing you, Mom! The little stinker is always doing this kind of thing.”


    Both Maria and Carrie stared at Arty, confused, but each for different reasons. Maria ultimately decided to shake off her confusion and return to giddy, albeit anxious, laughter. And to Arty’s delight, Carrie had lost interest in the practice of grilling fake grandma; she was soon crunching on another cookie, her eyes apathetically fluttering all over the room’s décor.


    Confident the crisis had been thoroughly averted, Arty returned to his view by the family room door. Upon arrival, he immediately saw his brother Jim, carefully trudging up the stairs with the bound and gagged Patrick hoisted over his shoulder like a giant duffel bag. Arty became so excited he nearly pissed himself.
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    “I think I might need to use the little boy’s room,” Arty said to the group, patting his belly and making a bloated face. “Too many cookies.”


    Carrie said, “That’s gross.”


    Maria said, “Arthur.”


    And Caleb helped himself to another cookie.


    “Well excuse me,” Arty said with a silly face. He walked casually out of the family room, began walking faster through the den, then sprinted up the stairs like a child eager to wake his parents on Christmas morning.


    • • •


    “Glad you could join us,” Jim said as Arty entered the room. “The three of us have been getting acquainted. I believe you know Patrick and Amy?”


    Arty tipped an imaginary hat towards Patrick and spoke with a western drawl. “Sure do. Howdy, sir.” And then towards Amy with a second tip of the imaginary hat. “Ma’am.”


    Jim said. “So what do you think? Are we good?”


    Amy and Patrick were still gagged and bound, but now sat upright, tied to two wooden chairs pushed flat against the wall furthest from the door. The room was empty (recently emptied) save for a television atop a large metal stand placed directly in front of the captive couple. Behind the television a bundle of cords and wires snaked their way down the length of the stand and off to the side where they disappeared into a small hole through the wooden floor.


    “Yeah, I think we’re good for now,” Arty said, then, motioning towards the television, “Can you guys see okay?”


    Both Amy and Patrick did nothing. Arty stepped forward and slapped Patrick’s face hard. Patrick’s arms instantly jerked against the binds that held them to the arms of the chair.


    “Can you guys see okay?” Arty repeated.


    Patrick felt his wife’s stare on him. Her protector was useless now. Could he look at her? What would his eyes say? I’m sorry? He felt bile in his throat and willed it away. The pain was beyond anything physical he had ever experienced or could imagine. But he knew he’d have to look at her eventually; he’d resisted since the moment they were thrust next to one another in the bedroom.


    Patrick bit down hard on his gag and forced his head towards his wife. He looked at her feet first. Then her lap. Then her face. But still no eyes, he couldn’t meet the eyes. His whole body quaked like a small seizure. When he finally did look into his wife’s eyes, she instantly cried and so did he.


    And Arty threw his head back, opened his mouth as though a laugh was imminent, but began clapping his hands instead. “Bravo. Fucking bravo,” he said. “I mean this is what it’s all about, isn’t it?”


    Jim nodded his approval, his grin matching his brother’s. “I think they can see the TV just fine, bro. They’re just being a bit overly dramatic with all the tears and stuff.”


    “I agree,” Arty said. “Bunch of crybabies these two.”


    Patrick’s head ripped towards Arty. The tears were still there, but now they burned his bulging eyes like acid. His skin was purple, his crazed breath machine-gunning out his nose, the nostrils big then small, big then small.


    Arty pointed at Patrick and turned to his brother. “Look at the look he’s giving me right now. What the hell is that all about you think?”


    Jim shrugged and leaned against the wall. Arty turned back to Patrick.


    “You’re scaring me with that look,” he said. Arty stepped forward and jammed his index finger into Patrick’s eye. Patrick’s head shot back before dropping towards his chest where he began shaking it vigorously from side to side.


    Jim pushed himself off the wall with a wild look in his eye. “That shit hurts doesn’t it?” he said. “The dirty fucker did the same thing to me the other day!”


    Arty bent forward and kissed Patrick on the top of his head, began petting his hair like he would a dog’s. “Okay, you know what? I’m sorry. You were just scaring me there for a minute.” He gave Patrick’s head a final stroke that finished with a gentle pat. “Why don’t we watch some TV? You can use the other eye for now. Jim, you mind turning the television on?”


    Jim did as he was told, and the black screen came to life. The image was from above and slightly angled, but it was a clear shot of the family room. Maria Fannelli sat with Caleb at her feet, and Carrie next to her on the sofa. The impact of seeing their children on camera caused both parents to cry out through their gags.


    Both brothers ignored the muffled wails as though they never happened. Arty spoke over them with an even tone, like a teacher to a noisy classroom, refusing to resort to shouting in order to regain control.


    “Our mother,” Arty said. “And your kids of course.”


    Amy and Patrick both gaped at the screen. The silent movie showed their children entertaining the older woman, blissfully ignorant to the goings-on above their heads.


    “Look how happy she is,” Arty said. “She thinks they’re her grandchildren.”


    The couple’s heads turned simultaneously towards Arty, their confused frowns neon signs.


    “The doctor called it dementia,” Arty said. “It’s not a specific diagnosis really— kind of like calling a flower a flower when it could be a rose or a tulip or something else I guess.


    “We tried medicine but all it did was make her want to sleep. And when she’d wake up she’d forget where the hell she was half the time. It’s weird too, this dementia. Unpredictable. She’s got no problem remembering Jim and I, or shit she did when she was a kid, but recent stuff…” He made the motion of something spiraling down a drain. “There one second, and then…pfft! Gone.”


    Arty walked in front of the television and stopped, blocking the couple’s view. “My brother and I love our mother. Deeply. And before you start running weird thoughts in your head, I can assure you there’s no Norman Bates shit going on here. We had a father, and we loved him a great deal as well. They were wonderful parents; a blessing to any child.”


    Arty switched off the television and shuffled over to the opposite wall from where his brother was leaning. He took a seat on the wooden floor, his knees up, both arms resting on them.


    “I’m an avid reader. Always have been. Being educated is unquestionably the single best weapon in one’s arsenal.” He paused. Waited for some reason. Then, “I read a lot about psychology. Especially the whole nature versus nurture thing when it comes to naughty people in the world.


    “Some folks will tell you bad people are made through their environment. And then some folks will tell you it’s a hereditary thing—bad people give birth to more bad people. Makes sense right? It’s genetics; it’s in the bloodline.”


    Arty paused, looked up at the ceiling for a moment. A wicked smile then slowly curled his lips, a light-bulb moment evident. He lowered his head, face alive with revelation. “Are you two Three Stooges fans?” he asked. “Jim and I are. Diehard. Absolutely love The Boys. We even like the Shemp episodes; Larry’s character was much more developed in those, and Shemp definitely had some serious skills—his ability to improv was brilliant.


    “But Joe? Don’t even get me started. The pussy had some kind of clause in his contract stating that Moe was never allowed to slap him too hard.” Arty pursed his lips, rolled his eyes. “And never mind what a whiny little bitch he was on screen. Guy held the distinction of watching legends like Moe and Larry all but impossible. I swear if the fucker wasn’t already dead, Jim and I would find a way to pay him a visit.”


    Jim grunted in agreement.


    “I’m getting carried away, aren’t I?” he asked. “Okay. Anyway, there was an early short—one with Curly called ‘Hoi Polloi.’” He thought for a second. “1935, right, Jim?”


    Jim nodded.


    “Yeah, it was done in 1935,” Arty continued. “Over seventy years ago. You know what that means?” He chuckled. “Of course you don’t; I haven’t told you what the episode was about yet.”


    Jim chuckled too.


    “You see in ‘Hoi Polloi,’ two rich guys are having an argument. One guy says that environment is the most crucial factor in social distinction. The other guy scoffs at him, claiming that heredity is far more relevant. They go back and forth for a bit until they finally decide to make a bet for ten grand.


    “Environment Guy bets that he can take any man and turn him into a gentleman after three months of proper environment. Heredity Guy is hesitant to take the bet, because back then ten grand was a shit load of money, right?”


    Arty looked at both Patrick and Amy as if they might actually answer him.


    “So, Heredity Guy asks to make the bet for three men instead of one. You know, to make the bet a bit more fair. Environment Guy accepts, and of course we know who those three men are gonna be right?”


    He looked at the couple again, a silly grin on his face, then back to the show in his head.


    “So The Boys are exposed to all this fancy, ritzy crap for three months. They’re learning to eat properly, speak properly, dance properly. Everything.


    “The final scene is at this big dinner party with all these snooty rich folks. The Boys have to pass the final test by making their big debut into high-society; to prove they’re changed men so Environment Guy can win his bet.” Arty paused. “So what do you think happens?” A keen smile teased his face before finally erupting into a cheer.


    “They blow it of course! They start breaking shit, slapping each other, just flat-out doing what they do best.”


    Both Arty and Jim were laughing now, hands periodically going to their mouths to keep the noise at bay. Arty continued.


    “So Environment Guy admits he lost and hands Heredity Guy a check for ten grand, but…as soon as Environment Guy hands over the check to Heredity Guy, all hell breaks loose at the party. It seems The Boys made quite an impression on all the proper people in attendance. The boys’ violence towards one another became contagious, and soon people are slapping faces, poking eyes, bonking heads, and loving every single second of it.


    “The snobby pricks who were born into their perfect little environment only needed a whiff of violent behavior from The Boys for them to go completely ape-shit, and start mimicking that violent behavior by beating the hell out of each other. It’s funny; its slapstick; but that final scene tends to shadow the true message that everyone seems to miss…”


    A deliberate pause.


    “There was no true winner! While the Stooges’ heredity may have been too steeped in ignorance to be changed by environment, their primitive acts of carnage were enticing enough to make even the snootiest of dinner guests resort to naughty behavior! Who would have thought a fucking Three Stooges episode would carry such a message?”


    Both Arty and Jim were laughing hard again, hands mashed over their mouths.


    “And here we are now,” Arty continued. “Seventy years later and there’s still no definitive answer on the subject. One argument will hold true to the environment theory I just mentioned. That’s nurture. Bad people are made from bad parenting; bad environment. Parents who fucked them, beat them, or just plain neglected them; sent them off to fend for themselves in a cruel world. And trust me, there’s a shit load of studies to support those theories.”


    Arty took a deep breath, exhaled and continued.


    “So just when it starts to make sense, and you’re thinking, Yeah, that seems pretty logical, some other hotshot will come along and make a damn good case for the heredity factor. Nature. Serial Killer Stanley’s father was a fucking whack-job, the father’s father was a fucking whack-job, and his father’s father was a fucking whack-job…” Arty spiraled both hands around as if trying to hurry up his own story.


    “And even though Serial Killer Stanley may have been raised by good-old-loving mom—and whack-job dad was out of the picture from day one—the kid still has daddy’s naughty genes, which explains why little Stanley used to like to torture animals and start fires when he was an aspiring psycho.


    “And of course more case studies would follow to support this theory, making you go, ‘Hmmmmm…that makes damn good sense too.’”


    Arty then jumped to his feet, suddenly and remarkably excited.


    “And when I stopped and took all of this in—the countless case studies; the countless theories; the fact that there is no definitive answer—and I digested it, it made me feel like my brother and I were so…special. We were something that actually breaks the rules of nature and nurture. Exceptions to the rules.” He looked as if he might squeal before his next comment. “And there are two of us! Not one exception, but two! What are the odds? I mean really, what are the fucking odds? We had perfect parents and a perfect environment. Mom and Dad never beat us, or raped us, or neglected us. Hell, we were never even grounded. If anything, they were too nice.”


    Arty walked back to the wall he had leapt from and leaned against it. He scratched his head and cleared his throat before continuing.


    “So we weren’t born to bad people and we weren’t raised by bad people. But it was there. It was always there. It was…” He stopped for a moment, took a sharp intake of breath, seemingly overwhelmed by his own admiration. He shook his head quickly. Regrouped.


    “After Dad died our school shrink tried to analyze us. Find out why Jim and I were in denial about the whole thing. Why we refused to show emotion and mourn and weep and sniffle and sulk and blah-fucking-blah-blah.


    “But I guess it was safe to say that it was after Dad’s passing that we knew there was something different about us. We couldn’t quite put our finger on it, but we sensed it. Sensed something remarkable. Exceptions to the rules.” He whispered the phrase now, as if it appreciated in value whenever spoken.


    His posture then changed. He straightened up. “And Mom? Mom’s our anchor. Our blessed anchor that keeps us from drifting into a place we could probably never come back from. Without her innocence and love to keep us grounded I couldn’t even begin to imagine how far my brother and I could drift.” He then frowned and instantly added, “Don’t get me wrong; we have the discipline; we have the control. We’ve proved that countless times. But Mom…she just sews it up tight; makes it perfect…”


    Arty trailed off again with that last word. There was a moment of silence where subtle sounds were loud. Sniffles from Amy’s nose. Heavy, labored breathing from Patrick. The muffled, unmistakable voices from the children below.


    Arty eventually blinked and came back. “We get no pleasure out of just killing. Hell, we didn’t even want to kill that old couple you were hanging out with back at the lake. We just kind of… had to.” He walked over to Amy. “You see this…” He wiped her tears with two fingers and gazed at the wet pads of his fingertips. “This is what we truly love.” Arty stuck both fingers in his mouth and sucked gently. When he pulled them out he licked his lips and said, “And we’ve never regretted a single day in our lives.”




    45


    July 1986


    Marsh Creek State Park

  Downingtown, PA


    Sam Fannelli cut the engine on the small fishing boat and used the oars to guide him and his two sons into the spot he was aiming for.


    “What do you think, boys? This good?” Sam’s thinning brow was already beaded with sweat as he put a hand up to shield the sun.


    Arty and Jim looked out across the giant body of water that was Marsh Creek— smooth green water held together by a strong perimeter of trees and more trees.


    “Will we be able to catch fish here?” Jim asked.


    “I hope so,” Sam replied. He stood, causing the boat to sway and both boys to grip the sides of the boat. “Should have brought a baseball cap,” he said, bringing his hand over his eyes again before looking off in all directions. “Still, it looks like we’ve got a nice stretch to ourselves. I had a feeling it would be more peaceful on a weekday. You boys are lucky you’ve got such an awesome dad who takes a day off work to go fishing with his boys.”


    Arty rolled his eyes. Sam caught it and laughed at his son. “Oh, I see—fifth-graders are too cool to hang out with their old man? How ’bout you Jimmy? Are third-graders too cool to go fishing with their dad?”


    Jim shook his head no.


    “Well one out of two ain’t bad,” Sam said. “Trust me, Arty. You’re gonna enjoy this more than you do blowing things up on that Nintendo of yours.”


    “I’m having fun, Dad,” Arty said without a smile.


    “Good,” Sam said. He was smiling enough for both of them. “I’ll tell you what, why don’t you boys crack yourselves a soda from the cooler, and I’ll bait our hooks for us.”


    • • •


    The boys were now shirtless save for the orange life jackets strapped to their torsos. The parts of their shoulders that were exposed had reddened considerably from the relentless sun.


    Empty soda cans and potato chip packets were scattered about the wet wooden floor of the boat, and all three fishing rods were cast and left floating nibble-less for the past two hours.


    “Should we go somewhere else, Dad?” Jim asked.


    Sam propped his rod up along the edge of the boat and slid over to where his youngest son was sitting.


    “We can if you like,” he said. “But catching fish isn’t really the point is it?”


    Jim looked blankly at his father.


    “Well the point is to spend time together. Father and sons. Male bonding stuff in the great outdoors and all that. Living in the city, we don’t get to do this kind of stuff too often. I thought it would be a nice change of pace.” He put his arm around Jim and squeezed, then turned and smiled at Arty.


    Arty smiled back because it felt like the thing to do.


    “I love you boys you know.”


    “We love you too, Dad.”


    Sam Fannelli then slapped both hands down onto his thighs and said, “Well! Having said that, I think we’ve been doing the ‘great outdoors thing’ long enough, don’t you? What do you say we pack it in and head back to the city for a late lunch full of grease?”


    Jim’s eyes lit up. “Yeah.”


    “Sound good, Arty?” Sam asked.


    “Yeah,” Arty said.


    Sam clapped his hands together. “Let’s do it.”


    Jim bent to pull his fishing pole free from the wooden plank he’d nestled it under, but gave up after a few tugs and grunts.


    “Stuck?” Sam asked.


    Jim gave it one more useless tug then glanced at his father. “Yeah.”


    Sam removed his life jacket and got down on both knees to get a good look beneath the plank. “You got it jammed in here pretty good, pal,” he said.


    After a few jerks and grunts of his own, Sam managed to wrench the pole free from beneath the plank, nearly tumbling backwards from the effort. “Eureka,” he breathed.


    Sam got back to his feet and stretched his back before noticing his rod twitching at the opposite end of the boat. “Hey!” he yelled. “Hey, I think I’ve got one!”


    Sam’s enthusiasm launched him towards the rod before consideration for the boat’s stability under his sudden shift in weight had a chance to register. Before he could even make an attempt to right himself, he’d plunged face first into the lake.


    When Sam Fannelli gasped to the surface, the look of panic on his face was exceptional. He was a man who had been raised in the city his whole life. A man who had never had a single swimming lesson in all his forty-seven years.


    And a man who had just recently removed his life jacket.


    “Boys!” he coughed, spitting out green water. “Boys, help me!”


    When Sam had fallen overboard his momentum had pushed the boat back several feet. In Sam’s condition, it may as well have been a mile.


    Both Jim and Arty were on their feet, balancing themselves on different sides of the boat. Their expressions were equal to that of their father—fear and panic.


    Sam went under for a second then fought to surface again. Between sputtered gasps he cried, “ARTHUR! THE OAR! THE OAR!!!”


    Arty spun, grabbed the long wooden oar along the edge of the boat’s floor, whipped back around, looked at Jim…and then froze. His younger brother’s expression was different now. It had gone from fear and panic to something else entirely.


    And it only took Arty a few seconds to recognize that his younger brother was trying his absolute hardest not to laugh.


    Arty, oar still firm in both hands, looked away from Jim and towards his drowning father. Sam Fannelli was bobbing up and down, choking wildly when he surfaced, eyes impossibly wide with fright.


    Arty looked back at his brother again. Jim had succumbed to full-on laughter now, his father’s dread a feather tickling his bare feet.


    Arty didn’t join his brother in laughter just yet. Instead he extended the oar out to his father, touched the top of his head with it, and pushed him under.


    What the two brothers witnessed next caused them both to fall backwards into the boat where they laughed until their stomachs cramped and their cheeks ached.


    It was the look of absolute horror on the face of a father who had suddenly realized that his two sons meant to drown him for their own amusement.
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    “Maybe it’s time Carrie and Caleb met Uncle Jim?” Jim asked.


    Arty looked at Amy and Patrick first, smiled, then faced his brother. “I think that’s a great idea.” He turned back to the couple and pushed the television stand a useless half-inch closer, clicked it back on, winked and said, “Want to make sure you guys have a great view. I contemplated giving you some popcorn but…” He pointed to their gags, their binds. “Probably wouldn’t have worked out too well.”


    “Arty?” Jim called from the door.


    “Patience, my brother. Patience.”


    • • •


    The two brothers left the room, shutting the door softly behind them. When they arrived at the bottom of the stairs Arty took Jim by the arm and pulled him close. “Carrie, the little girl, can be a pain in the ass,” he whispered. “She already made Mom doubt some things. Try and steer clear from her. Dote over the little boy more often if you can. He’s a good kid. Quiet and harmless.”


    Jim nodded and Arty let go of his arm. The two brothers walked through the den and into the family room.


    “Look who I found,” Arty announced to the room, his mother in particular.


    “James!” Maria cried. She nudged Caleb gently to one side and stood up to approach her son.


    Jim hugged his mother hard and kissed her on the cheek. He held her by the face when he asked, “How you doing, Mom?”


    She nodded fast, patting his shoulder with the same speed of her nods. “I’m good, I’m good. How are you, sweetheart?”


    “I’m doing just fine, Mom.”


    Maria patted her son’s shoulder again then returned to the sofa with Caleb back at her feet. “Oh this is so wonderful—everyone here like this. Sit, James, sit.”


    Jim went to take a seat, but was instantly questioned by Carrie before he had a chance to settle.


    “Who are you?” she asked.


    Jim glanced over at Arty. Arty returned the glance with raised eyebrows and a See what I mean? expression.


    Maria’s stint with earlier doubts had left her self-conscious, and she seemed to feign indifference to Carrie’s question towards Jim. Arty spotted it all the same and took control. “This is Uncle Jim,” he said.


    “Where are Mommy and Daddy?” Carrie asked him again.


    Her confident manner seemed to amuse Jim as he smirked at the little girl’s grit. Still, he ignored her and followed his brother’s advice by leaving his chair and stepping over to Caleb. He loomed down over the little boy at his mother’s feet. “How’s my big man doing?”


    Caleb craned his neck as far back as it would go in order to take Jim in. His mouth hung open in a tiny O, cookie crumbs still flecked around the sides.


    “Fine,” he said softly.


    “Fine? Just fine? You look better than fine to me, my man. You look strong enough to fly!”


    Caleb continued staring, seemingly unsure whether he should be excited or completely freaked out.


    “Have you ever flown before?” Jim asked.


    Caleb shook his head, his mouth still dangling open, his eyes still looking through the top of his head.


    “You haven’t? Well what do you say we get going then, pilot Caleb?”


    Jim bent over, scooped up Caleb, and swung him over one shoulder like a man carrying a log. Caleb’s body was rigid, but Jim’s enthusiasm seemed to pique the little boy’s interest enough to keep him in the game a little longer before crying out.


    “Okay, pilot Caleb,” Jim began. “Hold your arms out straight like Superman.”


    Caleb did.


    “Good. Now…” Jim grinned. “Are you ready?”


    Caleb nodded hesitantly.


    “Come on, pilot Caleb. I said, are you ready?”


    Caleb nodded again, stronger this time, but still with a hint of doubt.


    “Well then let’s get ready for takeoff…”


    “Be careful, James,” Maria said.


    “Here we go…3…2…1…BLAST OFF!”


    Jim raced throughout the family room with Caleb over his shoulder, the man making wild airplane sounds that changed pitch every time they dipped, rose, and swooped around a corner.


    Caleb’s uncertainty became a thing of the past; the boy giggled wildly with each sudden spin and buzz throughout the room.


    The occupants of the entire family room lit up as they watched Jim with Caleb. Maria looked on in absolute delight; Carrie was close to asking for a turn herself; and Arty wished more than anything that he could be upstairs to see the expression on Patrick and Amy’s faces as they watched.


    • • •


    Patrick and Amy sat next to one another in their holding room, unable to take their eyes off the television. They watched in helpless horror as a psychopath raced around a room with their four-year-old son over his shoulder.


    There was no sound on the television, but they could hear Jim’s hooting and their son’s faint giggles from below.


    At one point Jim and Caleb went off camera, leaving the family room to go elsewhere. It was only seconds later before the couple realized that the sounds of the man and their child were becoming more distinct, and they were in fact, climbing the stairs towards the very room they were being held captive in.


    They could hear Jim’s heavy footsteps pounding up the wooden stairs towards them. They could hear their son’s giggles rising. And before long, they could hear Jim’s voice right outside the bedroom door.


    “What do you say, pilot Caleb? Should we venture inside?”


    The excruciating irony the couple felt just then was surreal:


    They did not want their son to enter the room. Did not want him to see his Mommy and Daddy battered and helpless. Did not want him to see that they could not protect him, could not save him from the boogeyman.


    And yet it was only the boogeyman himself who had the ability to make that wish come true. That realization was an explosive punch to the sternum that stole their breath and gave them no other option but to sit and hope for a madman to obey their deepest wish.


    “No!” Caleb’s little voice echoed, the sound of it making tears instantly pour from Amy’s eyes. “Downstairs! Go back downstairs!”


    “You sure?” Jim asked, and Patrick was certain the man was grinning fangs with fire-red eyes at the door when he spoke.


    “Yeah! Yeah!”


    “Okay, pilot Caleb, you’re the boss. Hold on!”


    The voices and thumps started to fade, and as they watched Jim and their son eventually reappear on the TV screen, husband and wife regretfully thanked the boogeyman.


    • • •


    They did another quick loop around the family room before Jim flew Caleb right up to his mother’s bookshelf. Jim stuck Caleb’s face close to a row of books. “There’s a secret camera in the bookshelf, pilot Caleb! Wave to the secret camera! Wave to the secret camera, pilot Caleb!”


    And there was a secret camera. A small, portable camera that Arty had installed deep into the shelf earlier that day.


    Caleb couldn’t see it. Nobody could see it. But it was there. And the little boy waved and smiled. Carrie jumped up onto the arm of the sofa, and, following her brother’s lead, gave a hearty wave and a smile into the “secret camera” as well.


    “Kisses!” Jim grinned. “Blow kisses into the camera!”


    Carrie immediately did, blowing several of them, posing like a movie star. Caleb balked.


    “Come on, pal,” Jim said, “I’ll do one first.” Jim puckered up and brought his lips as close to the hidden lens as possible. Both kids then giggled as Jim added an exaggerated wink for the benefit of his audience above.


    Caleb finally gave in and blew a kiss at the secret camera before giggling and turning away.


    • • •


    Upstairs, the silent movie Patrick and Amy were watching had turned the explosive punch to the sternum into a shotgun blast.
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    Maria Fannelli held a look of both contentment and fatigue. She had her boys and her grandchildren with her, but it was late.


    “You getting sleepy, Ma?” Jim called to her, Caleb sitting on his lap in the big recliner.


    “A little,” she admitted. “I’m okay though.” She reached over and stroked an equally tired-looking Carrie’s hair.


    “You do look tired, Ma,” Arty said. He was leaning against the bookshelf that held the secret camera.


    “Oh, but I’m not ready to go to sleep just yet,” she said. “I don’t get moments like this too often.”


    “I know you don’t, Ma, but we did get a late start.” Arty pointed at Carrie and Caleb. “And the kids are looking a bit sleepy too; it’s past their bed time.”


    Caleb jumped in Jim’s lap. “I’m not tired!”


    Jim gave him a squeeze on the shoulder and said, “Good for you, champ.”


    Carrie’s eyes drooped, yet still she asked the question that had been her theme throughout the night. “When are my Mommy and Daddy coming?”


    Arty shook his head, smiled and said, “You are one insistent piece of work, kiddo.” He walked to the sofa, squatted down so he was eye-level with her, and said, “Why don’t we go find out what’s keeping them?”


    Carrie’s droopy eyes lifted and she hopped off the sofa.


    Arty held up a hand. “Give me a second first, kiddo. Why don’t you play with Josie?”


    Carrie turned towards the doll that had been lying beside her on the sofa. She picked it up and began whispering to it.


    Arty went to an antique wooden desk in the far corner of the room and pulled a white iPod from one of its drawers.


    “Mom?” he said. “Why don’t you listen to your sounds for awhile? Jim and I are going to go do something with the kids for a bit.”


    Maria took the iPod from her son and gave the device a look of resentment. “Oh Arthur, I’ll fall asleep.”


    “The sounds are good for you, Mom, you know that. Jim can get you one of your pills.” Arty turned and looked at his brother. Jim immediately picked Caleb off his lap and went towards the kitchen.


    “James, wait,” she called.


    Jim was already in the kitchen; there were sounds of cabinets opening and a glass of water being filled.


    Maria sulked. “Arthur, I really don’t want to go to sleep just yet.”


    Jim returned with a pill in one hand, a glass of water in the other. He played his part. “We won’t let you sleep through the night, Mom. Promise.”


    Arty leaned in and kissed his mother’s forehead. He then helped her out of the sofa and guided her towards the big recliner. “Just a little rest, that’s all,” he said.


    Maria sat and Jim handed the pill and water to her. He too then leaned in and kissed his mother’s forehead.


    Maria placed the pill in her mouth and drank from the glass.


    “Just for a little while, Ma,” Arty said again.


    “You won’t leave before waking me?”


    “No, of course not,” Jim said.


    Arty took the iPod out of his mother’s lap and fiddled with a few buttons before handing it back to her. “I put the ocean sounds on. I know you like those.”


    “They remind me of when your father and I would visit Avalon,” she said.


    “I know they do, Ma.”


    She nestled the headphones into her ears, leaned back and closed her eyes.


    “Good?” Arty asked. His tone was very loud—for a reason.


    Maria opened her eyes and pulled one of the headphones from her ear. “Did you say something, Arthur?” she asked.


    “No, Ma,” Arty smiled. “Go back to your sounds. I love you.”


    Maria plugged the earphone back into her ear, blew a kiss at her two sons, and waved to the two children standing by the family room’s entrance.


    Both kids waved back—Caleb’s sincere, Carrie’s an impatient courtesy.


    Maria smiled, leaned back in the recliner, and closed her eyes again.


    Arty whispered to Jim, “She won’t hear a thing.”


    Both brothers turned away from their mother and approached Carrie and Caleb. Arty squatted down in front of the kids and asked, “Okay—you ready to go see what Mommy and Daddy are up to?”
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    Patrick and Amy Lambert watched Arty and Jim attend to their mother on the TV. They watched them move her to the recliner. Watched them give her a pill and a glass of water. Watched them give her the iPod. And they watched her wave to their children before leaning back and drifting off to sleep. One might have surveyed the scene as two sons doting over their elderly mother.


    Patrick and Amy saw two sick men showcasing ulterior motives.


    When the two men and their children left the family room—and the TV screen—the sounds that followed for the couple were akin to the executioner loading his rifle.


    Heavy footsteps climbing wooden stairs.


    Tiny footsteps climbing wooden stairs—their babies’ footsteps.


    Closer now…


    The footsteps stopped. Shadows slid back and forth beneath the bedroom door. A sudden knock to the tune of “Shave and a Haircut” followed by a voice, deep and friendly. “Anybody home?”




    49


    October 1986


    Hamilton Elementary

  Guidance and Counseling Office

  Philadelphia, PA


    Joanne Lynch, the school psychologist and guidance counselor at Hamilton Elementary, was young for her accomplishments at just over thirty, and was as passionate about her job as an artist to his craft.


    Today she would be taking a shot at the Fannelli brothers. Three months ago their father died in a horrible boating accident in Downingtown, Pennsylvania. The reason Joanne Lynch was taking time after school hours to sit down and talk with these boys was because in the two months since they’d returned to Hamilton, the boys had exhibited no signs of children coping with the loss of a parent. No signs whatsoever.


    This behavior concerned their teachers, and more notably, their mother. And it was only their mother’s concern that made the brothers agree to stay after school and listen to what this woman had to say.


    • • •


    “Can I get you boys a soda or something?” Joanne Lynch asked once the brothers were seated.


    The office was blatantly inviting. Posters were wallpaper, most inspirational, a few showcasing the current teen celebrities being worshipped worldwide. Shelves held books in addition to popular toys—Transformers, a Cabbage Patch Doll, stuffed animals, games—strategically placed for all to see. A bowl of good candy (Joanne Lynch knew what the kids currently liked) was on her desk. This is not a dull place, the room pleaded. This is a cool place, kids—a place you can “chill” and “rap” with me whenever you want.


    In front of Joanne Lynch’s desk were four cushy chairs positioned in a semicircle. Arty and Jim did not sit next to each other. They took a chair on each end of the half-circle so they could face one another. Arty had suggested this to Jim beforehand so that Jim could take cues from his older brother during the course of the session.


    Jim looked at Arty as soon as the soda question was asked, and Arty shook his head with a subtlety that was invisible to anyone but Jim.


    “No thank you,” Jim said.


    Joanne looked at Arty. “Arthur?”


    “Arty,” Arty said. Now, only one person on Earth was allowed to call him Arthur.


    Joanne looked genuinely sorry. “I’m sorry. Arty. Would you like a soda?”


    Arty shook his head slowly and said, “No thank you.”


    Joanne smiled and took a seat behind her desk. She started to dig with a delicate blade. “So how does it feel to be back in the swing of things now?” she asked.


    Both boys mumbled affirmative replies.


    “Are you doing well in your classes?”


    More hollow affirmatives.


    “Arty, you’re the big man on campus now. A fifth grader. How are you liking it?”


    “It’s fine.”


    “Jim? How about you? You liking third grade?”


    “Yeah.”


    Joanne looked down at her desk and rubbed the nape of her neck. She was chipping at granite with a toothpick.


    “Okay, boys…” She raised her head, breathed in. Time for a different approach. “I’m sure you know that your mother asked me to speak to you. And, well…that’s why we’re here. Your mother, and myself for that matter, are a little concerned about your behavior as of late.”


    Arty frowned, and then Jim frowned.


    “Were we bad?” Arty asked.


    “No, no.” Joanne’s eyes widened, her hands waving in front of her. “My goodness no. You’ve both been fine. Please don’t think you’re in trouble here. In fact, the problem has been that you’ve been a little too fine…considering all you’ve been through.”


    The brothers gave the woman a blank stare.


    “Boys, you suffered a very serious loss, yet you’ve exhibited no signs of anguish or grieving whatsoever. You’re showing classic signs of denial and suppression—” Joanne quickly stopped, shook her head as though scolding herself, then repeated her words with more juvenile clarity. “What I mean is, you don’t seem to be bothered by your father’s death at all. Your mother and I think you might be holding it all in, and that maybe you’re afraid to let it out.”


    Arty knew what to say. Even at the age of ten, he knew what this woman wanted to hear. He fed her. “I don’t think we understand.”


    Joanne Lynch looked almost too eager to explain. “Well, you see, boys, it’s not uncommon for people—children especially—to hold very sad memories deep down inside so they can go on with their lives. It’s something called suppression.”


    She paused a moment. When Arty realized she was gauging a response, he feigned interest and nodded understandingly. Joanne continued.


    “I think witnessing your father’s death was so upsetting for you boys that you’ve almost pretended it never happened. You might even be thinking that your father may return someday.”


    Arty envisioned his dead father reappearing on their doorstep, soaking wet and asking his sons why they decided to drown him with a large wooden oar. He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing.


    • • •


    A minute of silence followed. Joanne Lynch had said her bit and seemed content to wait in that silence, perhaps hoping that tears would soon follow—a sure indicator that she had not only scratched the surface of the Fannelli boys, but made a sizeable crack to boot.


    Arty knew the next move. He shot a quick glance at Jim that carried flared nostrils and a clenched jaw. Do as I’m about to do, Jim, it read.


    And Jim took the cue perfectly. As soon as Arty dropped his head into his hands and started to cry, Jim did exactly the same.


    Joanne Lynch hurried from behind her desk and pulled both boys in for the hug. As each boy took a shoulder, pretending to sob, they periodically exchanged goofy faces behind the woman’s back. Arty even pretended to squeeze Miss Lynch’s butt.


    When Joanne released her hold on the boys, they did have tears in their eyes, but the culprit was hardly suppressed feelings of loss.


    When the sniffling died down, Joanne spoke first. “How are you boys feeling?” she asked.


    Arty nodded and muttered, “Fine.”


    Jim did likewise.


    “I think we might have had a real breakthrough here today,” she said. “I would really like it if we could meet again. We can talk about anything you want. Anything at all. What do you say?”


    Jim looked at Arty who said, “Okay.”


    “This meant a lot to me, boys. I hope it did to you too.”


    • • •


    Arty and Jim walked slowly out of Miss Lynch’s office, heads down. As their distance accumulated, so did their speed. When they rounded the corner and saw a clear path towards the boys’ room they started to sprint, ultimately bursting through the bathroom door where they fell to their knees in hysterics.


    They laughed at how “concerned” Miss Lynch was. They laughed at the mention of Dad ever returning (Arty shared the image he envisioned in the office and Jim nearly wet himself). And they damn near laughed their lungs out recalling how Arty pretended to grab Miss Lynch’s ass.


    But mostly, they laughed at the absolute absurdity of it all. Why aren’t you sad boys? Why aren’t you doing poorly in class, sulking up and down the hallways, being antisocial? How about this, lady: why do you give a shit? Because we sure don’t.


    • • •


    The two boys were still snickering when they walked outside and into the school’s parking lot. When they saw the gray Toyota pull up, any and all laughter stopped. Their anchor was here. The one whose unconditional love and purity had given them—and would continue to give for many years to come—the necessary social skills needed to behave…normally.


    They didn’t truly know it just then, but they sensed it. They sensed that their mother, their bedrock, would play that pivotal role in the development of their lives, and at that moment the love and devotion they felt for her was almost paralyzing.


    • • •


    Both boys climbed into the Toyota, kissed their mother a big hello, and told her how well things had gone. More than a little pleased, Maria Fannelli drove off thinking she had done some serious good for her beloved boys.
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    The bedroom door swung open. Arty entered first and pulled the TV cart to one side so that both parents were in plain sight.


    A few things happened then as the two children entered the room:


    Carrie looked at the condition of her parents and blinked a lot.


    Caleb looked at his parents, and then immediately turned towards his older sister to gauge her reaction.


    Arty and Jim stepped back and watched the scene with fervent anticipation.


    Both Amy and Patrick looked at their children with desperate expressions that managed to transcend the comprehensible limitations of age, instantly resonating in both children with the explosion of a thousand nightmares.


    Carrie burst forward towards her parents, Caleb close behind.


    Jim and Arty shut the bedroom door behind them and began taking witness to the start of what they’d created. They witnessed the Lamberts struggle desperately against their binds in an attempt to hug their children. Witnessed the children sob and take turns hugging each restricted parent, their innocent faces wrought with fear.


    And they witnessed it with a satisfaction few could ever know.


    “Carrie?” Arty said. His gentle tone was a whisper among the hysterical cries. He called louder. “Carrie?”


    The little girl was in her father’s lap, her arms tight around his neck. She turned her head towards Arty but did not look at him.


    “Can you do me a favor?” he asked. “Can you hop off your daddy for a minute so we can push him up against that wall over there?” He pointed to his left.


    Carrie turned away from Arty and clung tighter to her father. Arty huffed in a deliberate manner, and stepped forward, grabbing Carrie under both arms and yanking her off her father. Carrie screamed and Patrick’s face ballooned with rage.


    “Honestly, Carrie,” Arty said, still with the theatrics. “You really need to start pulling your weight around here.”


    The little girl flailed and screeched in Arty’s arms as he handed her to Jim, who took hold of her in a tight embrace.


    “Carrie?” Arty called again. “Carrie, please stop screaming.”


    Carrie continued to flail and holler. Arty sighed, then drove his fist into Patrick’s face. Patrick grunted on impact, silencing Carrie like a switch. She stared at her father, and then at the man who had just hit him with a look of disbelief, as though Arty had just broken some kind of playground rule.


    “How about that?” Arty said to Jim. “I think the kid gets it already.” He turned back to Patrick. “Thank your daughter, bud. She just saved you a few more shots.”


    Arty gripped Patrick’s chair, and with a solid jerk, spun him a quarter turn and pushed him all the way back against the wall.


    He then glanced over at Caleb. The boy was curled into a ball on his mother’s lap, his head tucked into her chest.


    “How you doing over there, champ?” he asked.


    The boy didn’t budge.


    Jim chuckled. “He looks like a fucking hedgehog doesn’t he?”


    Arty didn’t respond to his brother. He was focused on Caleb. “Hellooooo? Caaaaaaaleb?”


    The boy flinched upon hearing his name, but only burrowed harder into his mother’s chest. Amy hollered until her eyes bulged. Her words were more decipherable through the gag now. Patrick’s too. They had grown wet and thinner from the constant saliva and tears, and Amy’s hateful words were gargled but clear. “Leave hin aloe you huckin hastard!”


    Arty put a hand to his chest as though insulted. He looked over at Jim. “She thinks we mean to harm the lad.” He returned to Amy and shook his head. “We’re here to entertain the children, Amy. Not hurt. Never hurt.”


    Arty left the room. When he reappeared moments later he was carrying a green pillowcase filled with items that appeared heavy enough to stretch the material.


    “Hey, Caleb,” Arty said. “Look what I’ve got.” Arty reached into the pillowcase and withdrew a flat rock the size of an egg. “What do you think? You think this is a good one? How many skips do you think I can get with this?”


    Caleb’s head popped up from his mother’s chest and he looked at Arty with one eye. Arty stepped forward and held the rock in front of Caleb’s face. Caleb jerked his head away as though the rock might bite him.


    “He doesn’t get it,” Jim said from the corner.


    Arty sighed. “I know. I guess I’ll have to do the first one.”


    Arty tossed the rock gently into the air then caught it. He weighed it up and down in his palm, puckered his lips and frowned as if determining its value. “You know, I think this is a good one,” he said.


    Arty gripped the flat rock between his thumb and index finger, positioned his arm to the side. “Caleb, are you watching? Are you watching?” He smiled. “Because you’re going next, champ.”


    Arty whipped the rock at Patrick, catching him square in the chest. There was a hollow thud on impact. Patrick’s head dipped as he let out a strained gasp.


    Jim laughed.


    “How many skips did I get on that one, Jim?” Arty asked.


    “I’d say about three good ones,” he said. Jim looked down at Carrie and asked, “What do you think, sweetie? Is three about right?”


    Carrie didn’t respond. She wasn’t ignoring him; she was in shock.


    “What’s her deal?” Arty asked.


    Jim shrugged, still keeping a good grip on her. “Taking a personal moment I guess.”


    Arty nodded. “Fair enough. Her time will come.” He spun. “Caleb!” The boy jumped. “Come on, buddy, I’m waiting on you.”


    Caleb began shaking, his whole body vibrating on his mother’s torso. Amy’s sobs of frustration changed to venomous snorts of spit and obscenities.


    Arty walked calmly over to her and flicked her hard on the forehead. There was a thock! sound, and Amy winced from the blow. “Act like a lady,” Arty said.


    Patrick growled behind him and Jim laughed again.


    Arty reached into the sack and grabbed a second rock. “I’m gonna do it without you, Caleb. Here I go…I’m going…I’m gonna do it without you…”


    Caleb’s reaction didn’t change. Arty shook his head. He flung the second rock and cracked Patrick in the forehead this time, a flesh-colored egg appearing instantly. Caleb didn’t see it, but screamed into his mother when he heard the smack of the rock on his father’s skull.


    Arty looked at the boy and shrugged innocently. “I thought you liked this shit, Caleb.” He turned to Jim. “What gives?”


    “They’re just not getting it.”


    “No shit. I mean come on, little man, who would you rather have throwing these things, you or me?” Arty walked next to Patrick. “Because I can keep doing it if you want, but I think your old man might prefer less of an arm.” Arty dug his thumb into the egg on Patrick’s head. Amy cursed and hollered as Patrick groaned in pain.


    Caleb stayed rooted to his mother. Arty threw up his hands. “He’s never gonna get it.”


    “Maybe we need to change the rules a bit?” Jim asked.


    “How’s that?”


    Jim threw Carrie into Arty. He caught her and felt her dead weight against him; there wasn’t even the smallest attempt at a struggle.


    It was now Jim’s turn to leave the room. He returned with three knives—two in one hand, one in the other. Each knife was twelve inches long and sharp enough to shave with.


    Jim handed the knives to Arty, and Arty handed Carrie back to Jim.


    Arty held the knives up for all to see. “You want me to use these?” he asked.


    “Sure beats a rock,” Jim said.


    Arty touched the point of the blade and pricked his index finger. A drop of blood grew on the tip. He watched the drop grow bigger until it dripped a red line down to his palm. He licked the red line up to the tip of his finger, sucked then smacked his lips on the wound and said, “Sure does.”
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    The recent substitution to the game—the knives—caused a spastic uproar from Amy. Her garbled swearing increased despite her four-year-old son on her chest.


    Patrick’s reaction to the knives was different. It appeared a sort of heroic defiance, almost willing his captors to throw them; his chest was out and his head was upright.


    Amy wanted to scold her husband’s bravado. She understood his behavior (oh how she understood), but she feared it would only incite their antagonists. Or worse yet, make their sick game more enjoyable.


    But she knew her husband. She knew he was a big teddy bear. But she also knew he had a breaking point. And that point had been broken a long fucking time ago. His rage was now bubbling beneath the lid, periodically hissing as it touched the burner beneath. She just prayed his wrath still clung to common sense. That dying with your boots on was not the goal now—salvation was.


    “Alright,” Arty said. “I’m gonna give this a try. Last chance, Caleb!”


    No response.


    “Fine.”


    Arty whistled the first knife towards Patrick. Amy watched right up until the last second before impact, shutting her eyes tight before the knife had a chance to find its home. She only opened them when she heard the knife pierce the drywall behind her husband.


    He had missed.


    “Shit,” Arty said.


    “It’s alright, bro,” Jim said. “You’ve got two more.” Jim glanced at Amy, winked and said, “Don’t worry; he’s good at this. Could have been in the fucking circus.”


    Arty looked at the two knives in his hands, then at Caleb glued to Amy’s chest. “I want the kid to watch this,” he said.


    Jim pushed Carrie into a corner and told her to sit. She did as she was told and fell into a catatonic slump, sucking her thumb and staring at nothing.


    Jim then stepped forward and ripped Caleb from Amy’s chest. Amy shrieked and fought so hard the chair fell over, her head and shoulder colliding hard with the wooden floor. The impact did not deter her tirade as she continued to scream and fight.


    Both brothers laughed at the overturned chair as Jim hoisted Caleb up and into his arms. The boy was the opposite of Carrie’s dead weight; he was a tightly wound ball trying to retreat into himself. Both he and his sister had shut down. It was as simple as that. Their young minds just couldn’t process the horrific goings-on that were happening around them, and their only available coping mechanism was to switch off.


    So when Jim felt the boy’s rigid weight in his arms, turned and fixed on Carrie’s blank stare in the corner, he fronted his brother and said, “These kids are going to be useless, man.”


    Arty was not so easily deterred. “Bullshit.” He gripped knife number two in one hand, and peeled Caleb’s head back from his brother’s shoulder with the other, placing the blade directly in front of the boy’s face. “You’re going to watch, Caleb. You were too stupid to play, so now you’re going to watch.”


    Arty spun and whipped knife number two at Patrick. The knife stuck deep within the drywall next to Patrick’s head, missing again.


    “Shit! I hit him both fucking times with the rocks!” Arty said.


    “Relax,” Jim said, hoisting Caleb up. “You’re getting too wound up.”


    Amy was still turned over on her side, but she could see clearly. She knew that last knife would be thrown with serious intent, and she prayed with every drop of blood pulsating throughout her body that it too would miss. But what would follow after? The knives could easily be plucked from the wall for a second round, or…


    Arty steadied his breathing, gripped the remaining knife’s handle tight in his right hand, aimed it directly at Patrick’s chest, threw it hard enough to rock his own balance.


    And the knife buried itself deep into the drywall to Patrick’s right.


    Amy started to laugh. From her upturned, uncomfortable position, she laughed uncontrollably into her gag, and if her arms were free you can bet your sweet ass she would have pointed and mocked while doing so. Dying with one’s boots on? Hadn’t she been the one who silently hoped Patrick would abandon such bravado? So why was she laughing? Was she going crazy?


    Both Jim and Arty exchanged looks. They looked truly dumbfounded for a moment. This wasn’t right.


    Jim set Caleb down, walked over to Amy, and yanked her chair upright.


    Arty checked the television and saw their mother still asleep in the recliner. “Take her gag off,” he said.


    Jim shot his brother an uncertain glance. “Huh?”


    “Do it.”


    Jim took off her gag and Amy instantly spat in his face.


    “Yeah, that was a good idea,” Jim said, wiping away the spit.


    Arty went over to the green pillowcase and pulled something else from it. It was a bundle of thick lollipops fastened together with a rubber band.


    “Looks like we’re going to have to improvise again,” he said. He pulled the rubber band off the bundle, unwrapped one of the lollipops, and jammed it into Amy’s mouth. She gagged and tried to force it back out. Arty gripped her jaw and held her mouth shut, keeping the lollipop in.


    Patrick grunted to the side of them but Jim just walked over and slapped him. “Shut up, stupid.”


    Arty unwrapped a second lollipop. “Grab her,” he said, motioning towards Carrie with his chin.


    Jim grabbed the girl and brought her over to Amy and Arty, her feet dragging across the floor as she was being pulled.


    “Do you remember the candy, Carrie?” Arty asked, showing one of the lollipops to her. “Do you remember?”


    Carrie turned away and down, looking at the floor.


    “Do you remember when your mother told you that you weren’t allowed to have any candy? Who ended up giving you some? Who was the nice guy who gave you the candy?”


    Carrie’s eyes were still on the floor. Jim gripped her face, squeezing her cheeks, bunching the soft flesh together. He guided her face up and towards Arty.


    Arty gingerly placed the second lollipop into her little hand, squeezing it tight into a fist to imply that he insisted she keep hold of it.


    “But look at Mommy now,” Arty said. “Mommy is the one with the candy. Is that fair?”


    Amy spat out the lollipop. It landed and stuck on the top of Arty’s foot. She laughed again and said, “You didn’t give her shit. You traded it for a doll, you faggot.”


    Patrick mumbled something behind them.


    Arty closed his eyes and controlled his breathing. When he opened them he looked at Carrie. “Mommy’s making this very difficult isn’t she?”


    Jim still had hold of Carrie’s face; Arty still gripped the little fist that held the lollipop.


    “Why don’t we see if we can give your mommy another lollipop?” Arty asked. Despite his attempts at calm, his tone was becoming increasingly agitated. “How does that sound, Mommy? Does that sound fun to you?”


    “Why don’t you shove them up your ass instead?” Amy said.


    Patrick grunted again. He was either asking his wife to stop antagonizing their tormentors, or cheering her on.


    Arty closed his eyes again and breathed through his nose. He acted as though the comment had never been spoken. “It’s a game, Carrie,” he said. “A fun game where everyone wins. How does that sound?”


    Carrie looked at Arty, her cheeks still bunched in Jim’s grip. Arty gestured for his brother to release his grip. He did, and the little girl’s face glowed red with the marks from Jim’s fingers.


    “Do it, Carrie,” Arty said.


    Carrie kept staring, her eyes unblinking, dazed. Amy went to speak, but Jim instantly slapped a hand over her mouth.


    “Carrie…do it,” Arty said.


    Arty slowly let go of the little girl’s fist, and Carrie dropped the lollipop to the floor.


    Arty shook his head and immediately picked up the candy. He didn’t bother to seize Carrie’s hand again. Instead he jammed the lollipop into Amy’s mouth himself.


    Something snapped in Carrie and she started to cry again.


    “Oh you want to try it now, do you?” Arty asked. “Too fucking late.”


    He unwrapped a third and jammed it in. Then a fourth. A fifth.


    Amy gagged wildly, her cheeks bulging. Patrick threw an absolute fit behind them.


    “Jesus!” Jim said. “Look at the mouth on her!” He turned to Patrick. “Hey, man, you wouldn’t mind if I took your wife out of here for a little alone time, would you?”


    Patrick’s face was a deep purple in its fury, snot and spit spraying from his nose and mouth. He struggled so hard against his binds his chair bounced.


    “Thanks, pal,” Jim said. He patted Patrick on the head. “I promise I won’t tear it up too bad.”


    Arty let out a long, wonderful breath. His faithful brother had revived the game.


    Jim left the lollipops in Amy’s mouth, but unfastened her from the chair. He re-tied her hands together in front, but left her legs as they were, wrapped in a tight bundle at the ankles. Amy’s panic only made her gag harder on the candy still jutting from her mouth.


    Jim reached forward, jerked her out of the chair by the hair, and hoisted her over his shoulder. Amy wriggled like mad, managing to spit two of the lollipops from her mouth. She hissed a wet, indecipherable curse and bucked harder, but Jim only held tighter; she was going nowhere.


    Before leaving the bedroom Jim gave Amy a hard slap on the ass, looked over his shoulder at Patrick and said, “Don’t wait up, stud.”
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    The bedroom door across the hall was open a crack, so Jim Fannelli nudged it all the way open with the toe of his shoe, his hands pre-occupied with the squirming Amy Lambert over his shoulder.


    Once inside, Jim used the same foot—his heel this time—to shut the door behind him. He immediately threw Amy onto the only bed within the room’s modest interior. The second she hit the mattress, Amy attempted to spring back up, but with both hands and feet bound she only managed to pitch herself off the bed and into a resounding face-plant on the carpet floor. The three remaining lollipops jabbed into the back of her throat on impact. She gagged hard, nearly vomiting.


    “Whoops,” Jim said.


    Amy rolled onto her cheek and managed to spit out the remaining lollipops. She looked up in Jim’s direction. “I’m gonna watch you die, you motherfucker. Do you hear me? I’m gonna watch you fucking die.”


    Jim made a sad face and began playing an imaginary violin. He then strolled over, snatched hold of her hair, and yanked Amy to her bound feet as though she was a piece of luggage.


    Amy cried out in pain then instantly spat in Jim’s face once upright. Jim closed his eyes and wiped the saliva off his cheek.


    “That’s twice you’ve done that now,” he said. “I’m beginning to think you really don’t want this—”


    Amy spat on him again. Jim dropped his head, paused, then whacked Amy hard across the face, the impact of the blow shooting her backwards onto the bed in a dazed heap.


    “You’re making me feel like an abusive husband,” he said. He made a stupid face, stuck his belly out, adjusted his groin, spoke in an ignorant drawl. “I dint wanna hafta do that shit to ya, darlin. But you done brought that shit on yaself.”


    “You’re sick,” Amy said.


    Jim shrugged. “And?”


    • • •


    Arty heard the commotion from across the hall. Moments later, he heard Jim’s palm cracking the side of Amy’s face. When silence followed he looked at Patrick and said, “You think that shut her up?”


    • • •


    “Rough or gentle?” Jim asked.


    Amy, fetal on the bed, said nothing.


    “Is this gonna be rough or gentle?”


    Still nothing.


    “We can’t wake my mother, Amy, so I’d appreciate an answer. Gentle and we can try the whole trust thing; rough and I have to gag you again.”


    Amy rolled onto her back, titled her chin in the air, and let loose an almighty scream. Jim pounced on her and slapped his hand over her mouth.


    “I guess that means rough,” he said.


    Amy tried to buck him off but Jim clamped down harder onto her mouth, pushing her head deep into the mattress.


    “And by rough I mean painful, Amy. I can get exceptionally creative when I want to.” He took a deep breath to steady himself. “So you have a choice: you can either lie back, shut your mouth, and enjoy it…or we can see how many of Arty’s lollipops I can fit up your snatch.”


    • • •


    “Well I guess that first whack didn’t shut her up,” Arty said. “She seems quiet now though. I wonder what they’re up to.”


    Patrick’s head was down and didn’t move after Arty’s comment.


    “Are you fading on me, big man?” Arty asked.


    Patrick gradually lifted his head and stared at Arty. His mask of rage was still evident, but there was a tint of fatigue to it now. If you coupled that with the abundance of wounds—the swollen eye, the egg on the forehead that had since turned purple, the cuts and bruises framing it all—then Patrick could have been a dead ringer for a prizefighter after twelve grueling rounds.


    “You’re looking a little weary.” He got in Patrick’s face and studied him. “Can’t say I blame you though. It must be eating you up inside to think about your wife and my brother going at it in the other room.”


    Patrick mumbled something through his gag. Arty patted him on the head and said, “Good idea; I’ll go check on them.” He opened the bedroom door and stepped into the hallway, only to return a second later with a grin. “The door’s shut. The door’s shut and they’re quiet. I guess she finally decided to play the game.”


    Patrick dropped his head again.


    “At least she decided to join the game,” Arty said, strolling to the far end of the room. “But your kids?” He huffed. “Caleb? Carrie? What do you have to say for yourselves?”


    Arty looked down at the two children who were huddled together in a corner. Carrie’s thumb was back in her mouth, and Caleb was curled into himself and no longer looking at his father. Both children were shells.


    “Kids? Are you with me?” Arty asked. He turned back to Patrick. “I guess not. It’s a shame too. We went through a lot of trouble planning this. I wanted to include everybody; not just you and Amy.”


    Arty headed back to the bedroom door and opened it for another look. The door across the hall was still closed.


    “Don’t be mad at Jim, Patrick,” he said after shutting the bedroom door behind him. “He can’t help who he is. I personally don’t approve of his need to have most women we take. I feel it cheapens the game. But what are you gonna do? He’s my brother and I love him.” He then burst into a random cackle as though remembering a punch line to a recent joke. “He sure is a horny bugger though, isn’t he? Like a rabbit on Viagra my brother is.”
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    Amy had stopped fighting. She lay beneath Jim, his hand hovering over her mouth, ready to clamp back down in case she decided to scream again.


    She had no such intentions. She now had a plan.


    “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


    Jim appeared shocked. He even said, “What?”


    “I’m sorry,” Amy said again. “I’m very scared. I won’t fight you anymore. Just please promise me you won’t hurt my children or my husband.”


    Amy knew this attempt at bartering was futile given what she had seen from these men, but it helped support the idea that she was willing to be cooperative with her captor, let him think that her gumption had finally been stripped away, leaving nothing but a desperate naiveté. She needed to be careful though. If she appeared too desperate, too naïve, too willing…


    “I promise,” Jim said. He was wearing a smile that revealed his lie to such a degree it looked as if he wasn’t even trying to humor her. She pushed her anger aside, remained focused.


    “Can you sit up a bit please?” she asked. “I’m having trouble breathing with your full weight on me like this.”


    Jim didn’t move. He studied her.


    “Please,” Amy said again. “I won’t scream or run—just as long as you keep your promise.”


    Jim continued to study Amy. He squinted, cast her a sly, sidelong glance. Then, with a quick burst, said, “Sure,” and hopped off her, rolling onto his feet beside the bed.


    “Thank you,” she said. She sat up onto her knees and inched closer to Jim who had now relocated to the foot of the bed.


    He watched her as she approached, a slight twitch to his manner as though perhaps she still had one good outburst left in her. But Amy was determined to portray the role of the passive hostage, willing to do whatever necessary to ensure the safety of her husband and children. She lowered her head and inched closer, the crown of her hair now touching Jim’s chest. She stayed there for a few seconds, inhaled deep, the exhale choppy with fear, intentionally so. “Remember your promise.”


    She didn’t look up, but could feel Jim’s leer as he repeated his vow. She nodded into his chest and slowly lowered herself towards his navel.


    With slow, calculated movements, Amy began working at the button on his jeans. Her wrists were still bound together, but this did little to impede her movements; she was managing fine, all things considered. She opened the button on his jeans. Paused. Performed the choppy breathing again before proceeding to the zipper. She made her hands tremor as she touched the metal. She prayed he was buying it. Prayed she looked like a terrified woman at her wits’ end, resorting to sexual favors in order to save her family.


    Not like a woman who was planning to bite her captor’s dick off.


    “What are you up to down there?” Jim asked.


    Amy said nothing. She pinched the zipper’s tip and started sliding it down.


    “Ahhh…” Jim said. “Good girl.”


    With the zipper down, Amy attempted to grab both sides of Jim’s jeans in order to pull them to his knees. The binds on her wrists prevented her from doing so.


    “I think you might have to…” she said, her crown still in his chest, refusing to look at him.


    “Help?” he said. “I’d be glad to help, lover.”


    Jim grabbed the edges of his jeans and cinched them downward. He wore no underwear and was already fully erect. The initial sight shocked Amy, despite her violent objective. Her choppy breathing was now equal parts act and real.


    “You like?” he asked.


    Amy said nothing. Her breathing was enough. Had she said yes it would have been too much. Too unbelievable for her to actually like what she saw. It would never sell. So she kept her head down, letting her calculated breaths become her words. He could have his pick. Were they breaths of desire, or breaths of fear? She knew his ego would choose desire. Scratch that. Fear. This man almost assuredly got off more to fear. And if Amy was to find even the tiniest morsel of joy in this situation, it would be that whatever fueled his sick desires was ultimately irrelevant. It would not stop her. Her objective was the same.


    Let him think I’m afraid. Let him think I’m aroused. Let him think whatever the hell he wants. It doesn’t matter. I’m biting that thing off and spitting it back in his fucking face.


    She steadied herself, pulse hammering her chest. She lowered herself a few more inches. She was moving in for the kill. Her stomach churned, adrenaline teasing nerve-endings without remorse. Bile rose in her throat and she winced it down like cheap whiskey.


    Here we go.


    And then Jim spoke and she flinched, nearly crying out from being startled out of her zone.


    “Wait,” he said. “I want you to take your shirt off. I wanna see those titties you wouldn’t show me in the supermarket.”


    Amy tried to swallow. Her dry throat refused. She coughed lightly to clear it. His penis was still hard, only a few inches from her mouth. Should she lunge for it? No. He would flinch at her sudden movement and pull away. She needed to ease into it. She needed to be the cat slinking along its belly towards its prey.


    “I can’t,” she said, still looking at his penis, unable to look up. At this stage she feared her eyes would give away her intentions. “My hands are tied.”


    Jim stroked her hair, increasing the pressure with each glide of his hand. Before long he had removed the band on her ponytail, her hair falling around her face. He stroked some more, tucking it back behind her ears as if trying to give her profile to a camera in the room.


    “We can manage, lover,” he said. “Pull your shirt over your head and down your arms. You won’t need your hands for what your about to do, will you?”


    Amy sat up, trying to erase the doubts sprinting throughout her psyche. She needed to stay quiet and strike without warning. She needed to be the cat.


    Still avoiding eye contact, Amy obeyed without thinking. Her shirt was off and resting along her forearms in one swift movement. Her breasts were out now, but still covered by a black bra.


    “Nice,” Jim said. “But you know the bra is gonna have to go too.”


    Amy made eye contact without intention. His question was preposterous. “What? I can’t reach behind my back.”


    “Pull your straps down. Pull the whole thing down to your waist,” he said.


    Amy lowered her head again. She searched hard for the right response. “It’ll look…strange,” she said.


    Jim reached out and pulled one of the straps down past her shoulder. “I don’t think it will look strange, lover,” he said. “And besides, I don’t remember asking for your opinion.” He tugged the second strap and let it snap back onto her skin.


    Amy kept her head low and slowly removed the other strap with both hands. She paused there for a moment.


    “Keep going,” he said. “Pull it down to your waist.”


    She took a deep breath, her chest expanding, hating that the deep breath made her chest heave, assuredly exciting him further.


    With both hands she gripped the center of her bra and inched it down to her stomach. She could not bring herself to look at her own breasts in this man’s company. She closed her eyes and looked away.


    Jim moaned lightly under his breath. “Oh yeah…” He briefly touched himself. “Nice and firm. I guess you never breastfed those two rug rats in there did you?” He aimed a thumb over his shoulder towards the bedroom door. “You know I read somewhere that if a mother doesn’t breastfeed her kids, she loses that special bond between mother and child during those crucial developmental years. Is that true? Is there a bond lacking between you and Carrie? You and Caleb?”


    Hearing her children’s names made Amy’s heart burn. She’d been desperately trying to put her family out of her mind during this most recent nightmare, and she would have bet anything that Jim knew this; that his speaking Carrie and Caleb’s names as opposed to something like your children or your kids was intentional. It brought her anger back full-steam.


    “I breastfed them,” she said with an instantly regrettable defiance. She could feel the cold on her bare breasts and prayed her nipples were not hard for him. She did not look and see.


    “Really?” Jim said. “Wow. I guess you’ve just got some winning genetics then, yeah?” He reached out with his index finger and circled the perimeter of her left nipple. Then her right.


    Amy tried a swallow and her throat caught, forcing a cough. Her rage was the only thing keeping her from crying.


    “Thanks,” she whispered. It was barely audible.


    Jim stopped his exploratory finger, brought his whole hand to her cheek, stroked it. “You’re welcome,” he said. His began caressing her hair again. Amy kept her profile to him. “Look at me,” he said.


    Amy didn’t move.


    “Turn and look at me.”


    Amy bit harder into her cheek and tasted the coppery hint of blood. She forced herself to turn and lock eyes with him.


    He winked at her, leered, then established a quick, firm grip on the back of her scalp that made her gasp.


    “Much better,” he said. “Now…where were we?”


    The pressure on her scalp was painful. She took her eyes off him immediately and attempted to lower her head back to his groin. He allowed her, but kept a strong hold on her hair.


    Do I try and sell it again? Or are we past that? I need to say something. I need to hear my own voice…


    “I think we were here,” she said. Her voice was a weak, defeated offering—as she’d intended. She was inches from his penis for the second time.


    He gripped her scalp harder. “Well then what the fuck are you waiting for?”


    Amy swallowed dry again. She had no spit whatsoever. If she were with Patrick it would be difficult to do a decent job. But she didn’t need to prolong this act. She didn’t need to be concerned with performance. She would take him in her mouth for as long as necessary. Once the moment presented itself, she would chomp down with everything she had then jerk away violently like a wild animal. Hell, the dry mouth would even give her a better grip wouldn’t it? Fuck yeah. Keep the damn thing from slipping out.


    Amy knew the assault would not stop her attacker, but she was hoping (praying) the intense pain would buy her the precious seconds needed to hop off the bed, snatch the giant lamp on the dresser, and then bring it down onto Jim’s skull, knocking the son of a bitch out. Maybe (hopefully) even killing him.


    After that? After he was incapacitated? She had a plan. A damn good one.


    Amy allowed the tip of his penis to touch her lips, her breathing coming in short, rapid bursts. She opened her mouth and allowed the first inch to enter. She didn’t need to slide too far down onto his shaft. Biting the head off would do just fine.


    She bit.


    And her teeth clacked together, catching nothing. Jim had suddenly pulled out, his member unscathed. Still gripping her scalp, he ripped her face into his, their noses mashing. She saw lunacy in his eyes, smelled his sour breath as he started laughing.


    “You think I’m fucking stupid?” he said. “You think I’m gonna let you bite my fucking dick off?” He gripped her hair harder, causing Amy to cry out. “You’ve got to be the most predictable bitch I’ve dealt with yet.”


    Amy’s panic was electric. There was no plan B. Not even a sliver of one.


    Jim stepped back and yanked Amy off the bed by her hair. She cried out again, moving with him willingly to relieve the pain on her scalp. Jim spun her around and pushed her up against the dresser, stomach impacting along the furniture’s edge. With one hand still gripping her hair, he began to tear at her pants. Amy struggled but his strength overwhelmed her.


    She was bent over now, her hands slamming down onto the dresser’s counter, knocking over a small jewelry box and spilling its contents.


    Jim’s pants were still around his ankles, his manhood still erect and prepared to violate her.


    Amy’s pulse was off the charts, her chest and head pounding, each throb threatening a blackout. And then, as if handed to her by an invisible savior, her frantic hands fell upon a metal nail file that had spilled from the jewelry box.


    She snatched it up and leaned forward, hoping her upper body would shield her find. She needed something else. She needed him to release the grip on her hair so she could spin around. She had no available target from where she was positioned. She needed to face him.


    So she screamed. She screamed until her throat hurt. And it worked. Jim let go of her hair and slapped it over her mouth.


    Amy didn’t hesitate. She thrust her hips backward into his groin, doubling him over and knocking him back a step. She then spun, and with both hands gripping the metal file, drove all six inches of it deep into his scrotum.


    The expression on Jim’s face was that of a man who had jumped into a frigid pool. He froze, his breath gone. What followed was a pitiful groan of both excruciating pain and disbelief. Blood began to seep from the wound, and when Amy let go of her weapon, she saw that it remained stuck and standing to attention in a deliciously ironic similarity to his erection from only moments ago.


    Jim backed up another step and looked down at his wounded groin. His hands shook as he went to touch the file. It looked as though he considered pulling it free, but fear of possibly making matters worse caused him to jerk his hands away.


    Amy used both hands on the heavy lamp’s neck, her adrenaline giving her the strength to lift it overhead with little effort. A forceful grunt that started in her abdomen matured into a ferocious battle cry as she brought the lamp down onto his skull, shattering the whole of its porcelain bulk on impact. Jim hit the floor hard—out cold.


    Amy spit on him a fourth time.


    • • •


    The occupants in the bedroom across the hall heard Amy’s scream. They heard Jim’s low, guttural groan follow. Then another scream. The sound of something breaking.


    It all made Arty smile. He thought his brother’s groan was one of ecstasy. He thought Amy’s screams were those of terror. He thought the sound of something breaking was Jim getting carried away like he usually did.


    Moments later, when he heard his mother’s cry for help coming from downstairs, and he took in the upsetting scene now being broadcast on the television, Arty realized he had it all wrong.
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    Amy was a whisper as she exited the bedroom, gently pulling the door shut behind her with the face of someone waiting for a balloon to pop; not a click or a clank could be afforded with Arty holding her family a mere few feet across the hall.


    Her wrists and ankles still tied (there was nothing else in that jewelry box that could cut through her binds; and she certainly wasn’t about to pull the nail file from Jim’s bare balls, lest the pain wake him up), she shuffled softly past the closed door that held her family.


    Upon reaching the stairs, Amy decided to do something she hadn’t done since she was a child: she sat on that first step, then slid and thumped the rest of the way down on her butt. However, unlike a child, who would almost deliberately thump their butt as hard, and loud, as they could on each step, Amy’s butt was fine china.


    Arriving at the bottom, Amy hopped through the den and into the family room where Maria Fannelli lay in her recliner, asleep, the iPod’s headphones still in her ears—still blocking out any and all noise.


    Straight ahead, past the family room, was what Amy was hoping she’d find. It was the kitchen. And in that kitchen would be a knife. A knife she could use to cut her binds, and a knife she could use to make a life-threatening deal.
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    When Arty looked at the television and saw Amy holding a kitchen knife up to his mother’s throat, his first thoughts were of his mother’s safety.


    Then of his brother Jim, and why he had allowed Amy to escape.


    Then of a way to regain the upper hand.
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    Maria Fannelli’s headphones were ripped from her ears, waking her instantly. She was seated in her recliner with someone standing behind her. Someone with one hand wrapped around her forehead and the other holding the blade of a kitchen knife against her neck.


    To Maria’s great surprise, the stranger was a woman. A woman had broken into her home and put a knife to her throat.


    The stranger’s demands were odd to Maria. The strange woman had first begun to yell at the ceiling for someone named Arthur to come downstairs. Now, the stranger insisted that Maria should be the one to yell—to yell for this Arthur to come and help.


    “Call him,” the stranger said as she pressed the blade hard against Maria’s skin. “Call him and ask for help. Tell him you’re scared and that you need his help.”


    Maria’s voice caught. She coughed once, cleared it, and barely spoke above a whisper. “Help. I need help.”


    “Louder. Tell him you’re scared.”


    Maria swallowed and her throat bounced against the blade. “Help! Help I’m scared!”


    “Louder!” The stranger pressed the knife harder against Maria’s soft skin.


    “Help! Help I’m scared! Please help!”


    Silence followed. The stranger was breathing heavy and seemed to be listening for sounds above them with great intent.


    “Arty, you fuck!” the stranger yelled. “I know you can see me! I’ll cut her throat, I swear to God!”


    Maria wanted eye contact with the stranger behind her. Wanted to read her face, understand what was going on. She tried to turn her head. “Why—”


    “Shut up,” the stranger said, forcing Maria’s head back around. “Shut up and I won’t hurt you.” The stranger paused and listened again. A brief shuffle of footsteps from above. “ARTY, GODDAMNIT! GET THE FUCK DOWN HERE OR SHE’S DEAD!”


    And just as the stranger was about to repeat her threat, a man with dark hair and dark eyes appeared in the doorway, holding a gun to a little boy’s head.
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    “Looks like we got ourselves a Mexican stand-off, yeah?” Arty said.


    Amy did not expect this. She envisioned Arty sprinting down the stairs the second he looked at the television. She envisioned him helpless and begging for his mother’s life. Instead it appeared as though he was able to keep his wits about him, present his own ace in the guise of her son.


    “Let my family go and I won’t kill her,” Amy said.


    Arty pressed the gun barrel of the six-shooter into Caleb’s temple and cocked the trigger. “You kill her and I kill him.”


    Amy came close to dropping the knife. The sight of her son with a cocked and loaded gun to his head nearly caused her to lose her resolve. She wanted nothing more than to take Caleb into her arms and somehow whisk him far away from the nightmare.


    “Mommy,” Caleb said. His brown eyes were wide and glassy. Amy absorbed his fear and it all but drained her.


    “Mommy’s here, sweetie.”


    Arty’s free hand released its grip on Caleb’s shoulder. He patted the boy gently on the arm. “There, you see, Caleb? You’ve got nothing to worry about. Mommy’s here. Now go on over to her.” The little boy turned and looked up at Arty. “Go on,” Arty insisted.


    Caleb took a step toward his mother and Arty instantly snatched him back by the arm, causing the boy to stumble and fall at Arty’s feet.


    Arty laughed and pulled Caleb upright.


    Caleb started to cry. Arty made an awww face at Amy, pretended to knuckle away a tear of his own.


    Amy felt close to insanity. She wanted the man in front of her dead. No—she wanted him killed, and she wanted to be the one to do it. No apprehension, no struggle with morality. Dead. Killed. By her.


    “You won’t win,” Amy said through clenched teeth. “I won’t let you win. I swear on my very soul that my family will live through this and that you’ll rot in hell.”


    Arty looked as if he hadn’t heard her. “I saw what you did to Jim,” he said. “It was upsetting. Upsetting, but I have to admit, a little exhilarating too. We’ve never had the game taken to this level before. I think it will be that much sweeter in the end, don’t you?”


    “It’ll be sweet when you’re dead.”


    Arty chuckled. “When I’m dead? What exactly were you planning to do? Kill everyone in the house? I thought you were just trying to make a deal here; trying to save your family.”


    Amy was flustered. It was her move, and she didn’t know how to play it. She could only keep spitting threats and pray Arty would back down first. “Arty, I’m telling you one last time, and I am not fucking kidding, I will cut your mother’s throat from ear to ear unless you let my family go.”


    Arty studied her. He did not appear concerned in the slightest. “Nah,” he eventually said, waving a dismissive hand at her, “you won’t do anything. It’s not in you.”


    “I just stuck a nail file into your brother’s ball sack. I think it’s in me to cut an old lady’s throat.”
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    Patrick didn’t know what was going on downstairs. What he did know was that Arty had left the room, taking Caleb with him, and that his brother Jim had not taken his place for a while now. That left him and Carrie alone.


    “Cawee,” Patrick garbled through his gag. “Cawee, helt Danny.”


    Carrie stayed curled into a ball in the corner of the room.


    “Cawee!”


    The little girl twitched and finally looked at her father. She blinked several times before focusing in on his face.


    “Cawee, helt Danny wit hi gag.”


    Carrie stood to her feet but remained in the corner.


    “Cawee, helt Danny wit hi gag!” He prayed she understood him.


    She walked towards her father and touched his knee. Patrick smiled with his eyes and said, “Honey, helt Danny hake hi gag ott.”


    She reached up to his face and pulled at Patrick’s gag. His daughter’s hand on his cheek brought on an instant stream of tears. Less than an hour ago he was sure he would never experience her touch again.


    “Good, honey, good,” he said the second the gag was pulled down to his neck. “You need to do one more thing though, honey. Do you think you can do that? Can you do one more thing for Daddy?”


    She nodded, her expression still projecting the glazed look of emptiness it previously held. This concerned Patrick, but wasn’t something he could afford to ruminate over now. At least his daughter was acting, and at this point in time, her ability to take action, despite a lifeless demeanor, was most vital.


    “Good, honey. Daddy’s very proud of you so far.” He then spoke slow and concise. “Now, what I want you to do next, is to take one of the knives out from the wall behind Daddy. Can you do that? Can you take one of the knives out of the wall?”


    She nodded.


    “Good girl. Do it now then, sweetie.”


    Carrie reached past her father’s shoulder and clamped her little hand around the handle on one of the knives sticking out of the dry wall. She tugged once, twice, and then a third before the knife squeaked free causing her to stumble backwards, nearly falling over.


    “That’s my baby girl,” Patrick said. He could feel his stomach swirling with adrenaline, his brow beginning to dampen; he expected Arty or Jim to appear at the door at any moment and pounce on his daughter. The thought terrified him and brought a quick and desperate tone to his voice. “Carrie, you need to cut Daddy free as quickly as possible. Do you see how Daddy’s forearms are tied to the arms of the chair? All I need you to do is cut one of them free. I can do the rest once you cut one of them free. Can you do that? Can you cut one of Daddy’s arms free?”
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    “So what are we gonna do here, Amy?” Arty asked. “Are you really prepared to commit murder? Here, in front of your son?”


    “I’ll do it.”


    “Oh I’m quite sure you could kill me or Jim…” He pointed at his mother. “But an innocent old woman like this?”


    “If it hurts you I can.”


    “No you can’t—you’re trying to bluff. You had this all worked out in your head already, didn’t you? You thought I’d see my mother with a knife to her throat and break down, give you whatever you wanted, right?” He pressed the gun barrel harder into Caleb’s head, causing the boy to whimper louder. “But I’m not a fucking idiot, Amy. And I don’t think the way you do. That’s what makes me who I am. It’s what has enabled me to survive as long as I have. That and the love of the woman you’ve got a knife pressed to.


    “So, do you really think I’d let you bluff me into taking my freedom away while placing a knife to the throat of the most important person in my life? I won’t let that happen, Amy. And I don’t panic. Ever. That’s why this little prick I’m holding here has a gun to his head. And it’s also why I’m certain that I’d lose no sleep whatsoever after putting a bullet through his tiny skull.”


    Amy’s chest hitched as she inhaled quickly, the image painted by Arty’s words nearly crippling her.


    “But you?” Arty continued. “Killing a sweet old lady? It’s downright laughable. Someone like you would end up in therapy the rest of their life. Become an addict or a drunk. Maybe even off yourself once the grief sunk its claws in deep enough. How ironic would that last one be?” He grinned.


    Amy’s body shook, her eyes filmed with hot tears of rage and frustration. He was reading her inner dialogue near verbatim and filling her head with doubts. She tried desperately to shut them out, but the more he spoke the more his words dented the armor shielding her psyche. Could she kill an innocent woman? Maybe. Would it be something that affected the remainder of her life? Yes, of course it would. But then again, everything that’s occurred these last couple of days would affect the rest of her life. Now was not the time for self-doubt. She had bluffed and it had failed. What lay in front of her now left no other options. Her baby’s life was on the line. Her family’s.


    The self-doubt had to be crushed. Arty’s words would need to be treated as fuel to her fire. She would, and could, go through with it if need be.


    She repeated this mantra over and over in her head until it drowned out any negative thoughts that might cause her to balk. It was for her son. It was for her family. She would kill ten innocent women if it meant getting her family to safety. This innocent woman was an object. An obstacle. An obstacle that may have to be eliminated in order to save her son and family.


    She repeated it again; she needed to objectify this woman’s throat beneath her blade:


    She is an obstacle. And I will eliminate that obstacle if it means saving my son and family.


    And then again, tears of frustration drying up in the presence of her newfound defiance, her brow becoming furrowed with a purpose:


    She is an obstacle. And I will eliminate that obstacle if it means saving my son and family.


    “She’s an obstacle,” she said aloud. Her voice was solid. She didn’t blink. “And I will eliminate that obstacle if it means saving my son and family.”


    Arty stared at her, his expression different now. Amy believed she had convinced him of her sincerity, of her will and inability to break. And just as he was about to retort with something Amy hoped was acquiescent, Maria Fannelli spoke:


    “Young man, I’m not sure who you are, or what it is that you want, but if that little boy is this woman’s child, then I urge you to put that gun away and release him to her before I call the police.”
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    Every last bind had been cut and Patrick was now free. He stared intently at the scene unfolding on the television screen, then ripped one of the knives from the dry wall. His adrenaline was at a fever pitch. His legs and arms shook. He studied the big knife clenched tight in his fist. The rage he was feeling was unparalleled, and nothing short of ramming the knife deep into Arty’s chest (repeatedly) would quench his thirst for vengeance.


    “Carrie, you follow behind Daddy quietly okay? Be as quiet as you can but stay close to me. When we get downstairs I’ll show you where to hide, but until we get down there I want you to stay close and be quiet. Can you do that?”


    Carrie nodded.


    “Good girl. Daddy’s going to go get Mommy and Caleb and then we’re going to go home.”


    “Are you going to hurt those bad men?”


    Patrick glanced down warily at his daughter. She stared back up at him, the numb demeanor now gone, her eyes momentarily suppressing their innocence. Those eyes allowed Patrick to tell the truth.


    “Yes.”


    Carrie’s face became angry and righteous. “Good,” she said.
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    Arty looked at his mother in disbelief. “Mom, what’s wrong?”


    Maria Fannelli returned a bizarre look. “Mom? I don’t have any children, young man. And I’ll say it again: if that little boy is this woman’s son, then—”


    “Mom, stop it.”


    Maria frowned and snorted. “You can call me ‘mom’ all you like, but I can assure you; you’re not my son, mister. I’m unable to have children.”


    Arty started breathing heavily. “Mom, you’re having one of your spells. You’re confused. It’s me, Arthur. And I am your son. You have two sons actually. James and Arthur.”


    “One of my spells?”


    Arty felt his face grow hot. He looked at Amy, furious that she was witnessing this. His mother had gotten worse this past year, no question. But she had never forgotten Arty and Jim before. Never.


    “Yes, Mom, you have spells; you forget things.”


    Maria shifted in her recliner, the knife still to her throat. “That’s absurd. Where’s Sam? I want to see my husband.”


    Arty looked at Amy again. Her expression was one of interest. She could have easily gloated at Arty’s growing frustration over his mother’s dementia, but instead she seemed more curious than anything. This angered him all the same. He did not want his mother’s ailment to be the subject of her intrigue. He did not want her here at all. Arty could feel his uncanny ability to remain calm in the face of adversity waning.


    “Sam—my father—is dead, Mom. He passed away a long time ago.”


    Maria went to sit up, but Amy pulled her back down and kept the knife tight to her throat. “Don’t move,” she said.


    Maria tried to turn and make eye contact with Amy, but Amy would not allow it; she gripped the woman’s shoulder and pressed it back into the recliner, pinning her.


    “What is happening?!” Maria yelled. Her face came alive with panic. “Where is my husband?! Who are you people?!”


    “Mom, stop it!”


    “I am not your mother! I don’t have any children!”


    “Mom, you’re confused! You’re sick and you get confused!”


    “Where is Sam? I want my husband! SAM!!!”


    “Your husband is dead, Mom. He died over twenty years ago. You have a sickness that makes you forget thing—”


    “No!”


    “I’m your son. My name is Arthur, and I’m your son.”


    Maria Fannelli closed her eyes as if shutting out the world, refuting such wild claims.


    “Mom, please…” Arty’s voice finally cracked. His anchor had forgotten him.


    “Tough break, Arthur,” Amy said. “It sounds like she may need some medical attention…”


    “Mom…”


    “…and she’s not going to get it like this. Now—you let my family go, and I’ll let your mother go. After that, you can get her all the help she needs.”


    Arty hung his head. The gun arm fell to his side. His grip on Caleb’s neck and shoulders, however, remained—a queer means of support perhaps.


    His mother had forgotten him. In time her memory would likely return, but how soon until it happened again? And what if it never returned?


    Amy had mocked him just now by calling him Arthur. She was enjoying this. She was reveling in his worst nightmare. This was not right. He was the one who gave the nightmares. He and Jim. Not her. Not anyone.


    It was all coming apart. Jim was hurt badly, and his mother had forgotten him. His beloved anchor had told him she had no children. He couldn’t bear it. His stomach burned. That bitch was mocking him, loving his nightmare. Something had to be done.


    His mother would only get worse.


    (mocking him)


    She’ll only get worse.


    (mocking his pain)


    Worse…


    Arty lifted his head, his face stone. “She doesn’t need medical attention,” he said. “I’m going to take care of her just as I’ve always done.” Arty raised the gun, pointed it at his mother’s chest. “My mother will be with me until the day she dies.”


    He fired.
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    Patrick was on the very last step when he heard the gunshot. He flinched hard, and Carrie gripped his leg with the strength of a woman.


    Patrick heard a second shot, and he flinched even harder.


    “No,” he whispered. “Please, God, no.”
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    The explosion echoed throughout the room. Caleb screamed. A mist of red popped from Maria’s chest like a party favor.


    Amy didn’t realize she’d dropped the knife. She didn’t even hear it clatter to the floor once it left her hands. The sound of the gun was so loud, and the scene before her so shocking, that her senses had been altered—time distortion giving everything a slow, dream-like quality. For a brief, comforting moment, she even embraced the notion that the scene in front of her was a dream, and that she was now close to waking, to shaking the mist of images until they were nothing but a stain on her memory, time her ally in removing the bulk of that stain.


    She blinked; blinked again, and shook her head in tiny bursts. She wanted the images to disperse, for the mist to clear, for time to begin working on the stain. She wanted to wake next to Patrick in their bed back home. Wanted to tell Patrick about the horrible dream she’d had, and once that was done, she wanted to get out of bed and check on their children. Give each of them a silent kiss as they slept peacefully in their beds. She wanted to return to her room and slip back under the sheets and embrace her husband’s warm body, maybe even make love in the middle of the night. She wanted it so badly. If only Arty’s face would fade away. If only the strange house would dissolve to black, reappear as her giant ceiling fan in their bedroom back home, twirling and humming at a slow, hypnotic pace, its pleasant breeze caressing her face with security and comfort.


    Time distortion had allowed Amy to entertain these thoughts in the span of seconds. But even time distortion could not ultimately blind her to certain truths.


    Because Arty was not fading away.


    The now-dead woman sitting in the recliner before her was not dissolving.


    The house was not fading to black before reappearing as her ceiling fan with its comforting touch and reassuring hum.


    The house was real; its contents and horrific goings-on therein real too, more so, if such a notion was possible.


    Arty’s voice was the final slap that brought her back, and the moment Amy returned, she knew her inevitable fate.


    “I guess you lost your leverage,” Arty said.


    Amy took a step back from the recliner, held both hands up in front of her. “Wait, wait.”


    Arty shot Amy in the right side of her chest. She spun and dropped hard. Caleb screamed and cried out for his mother. Arty looked down at the boy, considered him, and finally said, “Aw hell, I’ll do you a favor.” He pointed the gun at Caleb’s head.
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    The last thing Patrick could clearly remember was Arty pointing the gun at his son’s head. Rage blurred what happened next.


    Patrick dove at Arty with the impact of a train, Arty’s body nearly folding in half as they were launched across the room, Patrick stuck to him in a savage embrace. The gun flew from Arty’s grasp and slid to a halt beneath the family room’s coffee table.


    Patrick mounted Arty. A primal savagery took his tongue; obscenities were garbled sprays of spit and snot and fury as he rammed the blade into Arty’s chest, piercing him just below the collarbone.


    He brought the knife down a second and third time, each plunge more powerful than the last, each piercing Arty’s chest plate, squeaking as the blade was wrenched from blood and bone.


    Arty cried out, tried bucking Patrick off. It was futile. With wild eyes and a crazed delight, Patrick finally growled something coherent into Arty’s face.


    “You’re going fucking nowhere.”


    Patrick stabbed again and again, short, frenzied hacks in the same spot. He changed rhythm and raised the knife overhead, ready to plunge it deep into Arty’s neck, repeatedly if need be.


    A sound stopped him.


    It was a sound he knew well; the only sound in the world capable of penetrating the wrath that pounded the inner walls of his head. It was his wife’s voice, and she was calling for help.
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    Amy was conscious. The pain along the right side of her chest was like a deep burn. It was excruciatingly acute at the bullet’s entry, then radiated throughout the entire right side of her body. Her breathing was labored and her vision blurry, but she was still able to get to her feet using the back of the recliner as support. Once upright she spotted her son. He hadn’t moved from where she’d last seen him. His eyes were impossibly wide and fixed on something to his right. Something else was different. Arty was no longer behind him. Where was Arty, and what was her son looking at?


    Amy followed her son’s gaze and she saw.


    Patrick was free. He was free and mounted on top of Arty, driving a knife into their captor’s chest repeatedly.


    The sensation came back to her. The dreaming sensation. Was her husband really coming to her rescue?


    She had to speak. It was the only way to break through her haze and establish some form of solidarity to the moment. If she called out, heard her own voice, and her husband responded, she would know it was real.


    Her first attempt came out as a cough. Her second, a whisper. Her third was a weak shout that made Caleb turn but did nothing to penetrate Patrick’s deaf rage. Her fourth shout was as loud as she could manage and it made her husband stop.


    Patrick’s head turned whip-quick in Amy’s direction. His manner, the scene, Patrick appeared a ravenous animal startled from its meal. His good eye was huge and bulging. His mouth hung open in a deep pant like a wild dog’s, chest heaving with each breath. His skin tone was pale, heightening the contrast of wet red that flecked his face and neck.


    She had his full attention, but Amy called his name a fifth time in an attempt to bring her husband all the way back—she needed this savage to vanish, her lucid protector to emerge. She needed help. Amy could feel herself fading.
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    Patrick turned towards his wife. He knew she’d been shot, and he’d feared the worst. When he saw her upright and calling to him, his rage became something controlled by a switch—the animal was instantly gone, and he started sobbing with relief.


    Patrick pushed off Arty’s bloodied chest and jumped to his feet, Arty’s limp body rocking beneath Patrick’s weight before it settled motionless. Caleb was already attached to his mother’s leg, weeping and refusing to let go. Carrie was still hiding.


    “Oh God, baby,” Patrick said, taking his wife into his arms. She cringed when he touched her and he instantly checked her wound. “How bad is it? Can you hold on?”


    She nodded.


    He smiled and coughed out another cry. He went to kiss her but stopped short. A frightening realization sunk deep into the pit of his belly. In his lust for vengeance, and now basking in the ecstasy of salvation, Patrick had overlooked a glaring truth.


    Two.


    One was dead, but there were two of them. Where was the other one? Where was Jim?


    “The other one,” he blurted. “Where’s the other one?”


    Amy looked as though she didn’t understand.


    “The other one, Amy! Jim! Where’s Jim?! Where’s—”


    She gripped his arm tight. “It’s okay, it’s okay…” She moved her hand from his arm to his battered face, caressed it. “He’s upstairs. He’s hurt badly. Don’t worry…it’s okay.”


    Of course. Of course he was out of commission. How else would Amy have managed to come downstairs on her own?


    Patrick wanted details. He wanted to know how she’d done it, and if Jim was truly incapacitated. But his wife’s ragged breathing and crumpled posture buried those questions for a later date—


    (and there WILL be a later date, you motherfuckers, he found himself thinking for a quick second, and with more than a little triumph)


    —and forced him into action.


    “Okay, good,” he said. “Just hold on then, honey. I’m gonna get us to a hospital. Just hold on, okay?”


    She nodded, hunched over, clutching her chest. Blood was seeping through her fingers. With her free hand, she rubbed Caleb’s head at her waist then looked around the room.


    “Where’s Carrie?” she asked.


    Patrick was bent over Arty’s body, rifling through his pockets for car keys. He didn’t look up when he answered his wife. “She’s hiding. Carrie! It’s safe now, honey! You can come out!”


    Patrick resumed digging in Arty’s pockets, but was coming up with nothing. “Shit! I can’t find any keys.”


    Amy struggled for a breath and said, “Look around. They’ve got to be here somewhere.”


    Patrick gave up on Arty and stood. His head went in all directions around the family room, scanning tabletops and any other flat surface where one might throw their car keys. He saw nothing.


    “I don’t see anything,” he said. “Jim. Maybe Jim has them.”


    Amy looked worried. “Don’t leave me, Patrick.”


    “Honey, he might have the only set of keys. We need them to get out of here.”


    Amy shook her head. “Do you even know where here is? Do you even know where the nearest hospital is?”


    She was right. In his haste, he had not thought things through clearly. He just wanted to distance his family from this place as quickly as possible. But his wife was right. Where the hell were they? And would they even know where to go once they left? They could not afford to drive around all night in Amy’s condition.


    “Call 911,” Amy said. “They can trace the call for the address if need be.”


    She was right again. He cursed himself for not considering it sooner. Patrick rushed across the room and snatched up the cordless phone resting on a small oval table.


    He started to punch the number nine and stopped. Carrie had appeared in the doorway of the family room. She was sobbing hysterically, but her tears meant nothing to Patrick—because his daughter’s face was also wet with blood.


    “Carrie!” he cried, dropping the phone to the floor, running to her. Patrick’s was inches from his daughter when she was suddenly yanked out of view, disappearing from the doorway. A powerful arm took his daughter’s place, and that arm drove a knife deep into Patrick’s stomach.


    Jim’s entire body came into view. His face was the delirious mask of a clown—a man bent on brutal carnage without losing his comic zest for the atrocities.


    Patrick thought he had been punched at first. When his stomach muscles started going into excruciating spasm, he realized something was very wrong. He looked down and saw the knife, buried up to the handle and sticking straight out of his lower abdomen.


    “Boo,” Jim said. He ripped the knife out of Patrick’s stomach and pulled back for a second stab. Except Patrick leapt forward into him, jamming Jim’s movement before he could complete his thrust.


    Jim struggled to push him away, but Patrick clung to him as if their clothes were sewn together, his eyes fixated on something protruding from Jim’s face.


    Patrick clamped his teeth down onto Jim’s nose, jerked his head to one side, and bit the thing clean off.


    Jim screamed, dropped the knife, and clutched his wounded face.


    Patrick spat the nose on the floor, ducked down and scooped Jim up over his shoulder. Patrick spun, took a running start, then leapt into the air with his prey, the two landing on the family room floor with a brilliant boom.


    Patrick immediately straddled Jim’s chest and began hammering down punches. His wounded stomach cramped fiercely with the impact of each blow, but nothing short of a shotgun to the face was going to stop him.


    Patrick continued hammering away like a piston, the sounds of knuckles cracking flesh and bone like a butcher pulverizing meat. Jim was close to unconsciousness and groping blindly at his assailant above him. And when Patrick finally stood, there was a brief second where an onlooker might have thought Patrick was showing mercy on his foe.


    What he was doing, however, was trying to locate the coffee table, and the gun beneath it.


    Patrick kicked over the coffee table, revealing the discarded six-shooter. Gritting his teeth from the pain in his gut, he bent and seized the gun, walked back over to Jim, dropped one knee onto his chest, rammed the gun barrel into his mouth, and pulled the trigger until the muffled explosions became empty clicks.
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    Patrick and Amy were admitted to The Western Pennsylvania Hospital in Pittsburgh, some twenty odd miles from Crescent Lake. The doctor had initially tried to separate them, but Patrick’s glare changed his mind. They would be together, side by side as they healed, and never apart until they returned home.


    • • •


    Caleb and Carrie were already heading back to the Philadelphia area. Patrick’s parents had received a call by one of the homicide detectives from the Allegheny County Police, and he explained the situation. The elder Lamberts were out the door the second the phone was put back on its receiver.


    • • •


    When the police had initially arrived at Maria Fannelli’s house, Patrick was actually delighted to see his favorite sheriff walk through the front door. As the ambulance was busy attending to his family and the deceased, Patrick couldn’t help slipping in a snide remark as the sheriff stood quietly in the corner while the Allegheny County detectives, who had been called in to assist a situation of this magnitude, surveyed the scene.


    “You believe us now, asshole?” Patrick said.


    Patrick was sure he saw one of the detectives smirk after his remark, and the sheriff just pulled his hat down over his brow, turned, and left without a word.


    • • •


    Both Patrick and Amy slept that first night in the hospital. They were heavily sedated after the doctor had attended to their wounds and neither one opened their eyes until well after noon the following day.


    “Hi, baby,” Patrick said. His head was turned on his pillow, looking at his wife lying in the bed to his left. She looked weary but even more beautiful than he ever thought possible. There she was, her hair matted, face pale, tired eyes circled in blue, and an large white dressing covering the wound on her chest—and Patrick was simply mesmerized by her beauty. His soul mate had almost been taken from him. But now they were safe. They were safe and they had triumphed. And Patrick’s love for his wife became so suddenly intense it made his abdomen hurt. But in a good way. A good hurt.


    Amy turned her head to the right. She smiled more with her eyes than she did her mouth. “Hi.”


    “How are you feeling?” he asked.


    “Tired. You?”


    “The same.”


    “You think the kids are okay?”


    Patrick nodded. “My parents probably have them locked inside an impenetrable fortress right now, giving them whatever they want. You know how they are.”


    She said, “You think they’ll be okay?”


    Patrick shared his wife’s worry and it showed on his face. “You mean in the long run…psychologically…”


    Amy nodded against her pillow.


    “Yeah. They’re young. The memories will fade in time.”


    Amy looked at her husband in silence for a few seconds. Patrick wanted to think she was now experiencing the painful love and gratitude he was feeling. When she smiled with both her eyes and her mouth, he was sure of it.


    “I love you so much, Patrick.”


    “I love you too, baby.”


    “You protected us just like you said you would.”


    Patrick shook his head against his own pillow. “It was all of us. We protected each other.”


    Amy rolled back to the center of the pillow and looked at the ceiling. After a brief pause she rolled back to her right and said, “Yeah, I guess we did. In a million years I never thought I’d be capable of sticking a nail file into a man’s balls.”


    Patrick winced and hissed in a playful manner, cupping both hands over his groin. “Ouch,” he said. “I gotta say that’s pretty impressive, baby. As soon as we get home I’m getting rid of all the nail files in the house.”


    She giggled softly. “We can get rid of the files as long as you promise not to bite off my nose.”


    Now it was Patrick’s turn to giggle. “Tasted like chicken.”


    Amy’s eyes widened. “You didn’t swallow it, did you?”


    Patrick could not help a full-on laugh. The stitches on his stomach instantly complained and he put a hand on them. “No, no, I was just kidding—I didn’t swallow the guy’s nose.”


    “If Oscar was there you know he would have,” she said.


    They both laughed, both winced.


    Patrick’s smile faded. He said, “Poor little guy.”


    There was a long pause after that. Patrick looked at the ceiling, then to the wall to his right, then back to his left towards Amy. “Are we demonstrating some sort of defense mechanism right now you think?” he asked.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, are we really laughing about the barbaric things we did?” The realization was there, but its impact seemed diluted. He didn’t know why. “I killed two men.”


    Amy rolled back to the center of her pillow and looked at the ceiling again. She didn’t roll back to face him when she replied, “Yeah, I guess we are…utilizing a defense mechanism. Maybe laughter after a traumatic episode like we experienced is normal. Part of the healing process.”


    “Yeah, maybe. Or maybe we just have sick senses of humor.”


    Amy broke her gaze from the white ceiling tiles and looked at her husband with one eye. “You’re the one with the sick sense of humor.”


    “You love my sense of humor.”


    “You have your moments.”


    “That had to be an accident.”


    “What?”


    “You really didn’t just willingly give me the cue to sing Edwin McCain again did you?”


    “I actually like that song,” she said. “And you do realize that every time you sing it, you make it harder and harder to like, don’t you?”


    “It’s too late now.”


    “You have no respect for the wounded.”


    “Here I go.”


    “Please don’t.”


    Patrick started singing.


    Amy bit down a smile and looked away. “Dork.”
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    Amy felt eyes on her in the middle of the night. Jim was at the foot of her bed, naked and aroused and leering at her. She attempted a scream, tried to slink away from her sheets, but an invisible force held her down and stole her tongue.


    She turned to her right, praying her husband was awake. He was dead. His eyes open and unblinking, the white sheet covering his body soaked through in red.


    Jim laughed when she saw her husband’s body. He laughed and then began to dance. His naked body hopped and twirled around the room, his skin giving off a pale glow in the dark room.


    “Help,” Amy attempted to say. “Please help.” The words were there, her desire impossibly strong, but her lips could not move.


    She managed to raise a hand to her mouth where it flopped against her face as though belonging to someone else. She fumbled and tried to separate her lips, to pry her mouth open so her cries could escape. The dexterity of the foreign hand on her mouth was poor; for each finger that probed successfully there was another that hung limp and useless.


    Jim’s white body began to crawl up the bedroom wall directly in front of her, his arms and legs bent at odd angles and working in unison. He resembled a giant white crab scurrying up a dune in the moonlight.


    Amy watched Jim’s body scale the wall in front of her, then continue its trek to the ceiling where it hung overhead, a few feet from where she lay. Jim would stop every few inches and twist his head in impossible directions, never forgetting to lock eyes and grin at Amy before resuming his scuttle.


    He was directly above her, the anatomy on his backside now strangely altered, taking on a smooth appearance, devoid of muscle tone and structure. Even the split in his ass had come together into a solid white. His body was that of a parasite’s—the odd shape and deformities making this blatant to Amy within the bizarre truths of the dream world.


    The parasite released its grip on the ceiling with its left hand and left foot, allowing the blood-red underside of its body to swing open like a door. From its neck down it was covered in an array of hungry erections, each one a thick pulsating blue, their heads small razor-toothed mouths dripping fluids as they opened and closed with desire, waiting to suck the essence from their host.


    The parasite swung back towards the ceiling and re-attached itself, its backside to Amy once again. The head that still belonged to Jim rotated 180 degrees until it fixed on Amy. The wicked grin and glowing-yellow eyes encompassed the rest of his face, cartoon-like, an excessive caricature of the once-Jim Fannelli’s features.


    The mouth opened, still grinning, but spoke no words. It clicked and popped a foreign communiqué that Amy knew belonged to its race of parasite. She also knew that it was laughing at her as it got ready to drop from above and attach itself to her frozen body, the hungry erections ready to probe and fasten themselves to her skin while they fed.


    Jim’s head clicked a few more times, the body vibrating as it prepared to launch, and just as Amy found her voice, it dropped from the ceiling.


    • • •


    Amy’s scream woke up Patrick and the medical staff who happened to be just outside the room’s entrance. They rushed in and attended to her, wiping down her soaked brow.


    Patrick was propped up in bed on both elbows as he looked helplessly to the medical staff assisting his wife.


    “Just a bad dream,” the nurse said, smiling at Patrick. “She’ll be fine.”


    Patrick nodded and slowly lowered himself back down onto his bed. He listened to his wife’s rapid breathing and the nurse’s soothing words. His wife had weathered the first of many nightmares to come. Patrick closed his eyes, breathed in deep, and waited for his inevitable turn.




    69


    It was still dark outside when Patrick opened his eyes again. The steady hum of the hospital and all its gadgets therein provided a decent white noise that, in any other condition, would have sent him off to dreamland almost instantly. The stab wound on his stomach, however, was throbbing just enough to keep him awake.


    He turned to his left and saw his wife rolled on her side, looking back at him.


    “Hi, baby,” he said. “Can’t sleep either?”


    “I’ve been in and out since that nightmare,” she said.


    “It was a bad one huh?”


    She sighed. “Yeah. How ’bout you? You were moaning in your sleep just now.”


    “I was?”


    “Yeah.”


    “My stomach hurts,” he said. “Must’ve been that.”


    “I’ll kiss it all better when we get home,” she said.


    He smiled. “It feels better already.”


    Amy rolled onto her back and looked at the ceiling. The sound of two nurses chatting started faint, grew loud, then went faint again as they walked past their door.


    “You know what I don’t get?” Patrick asked.


    Amy turned her head back to her husband. “What?”


    “Crescent Lake,” he said.


    “What about it?”


    “That lake is square. It’s not even remotely crescent-shaped.”


    Amy said, “You just realized that now?”


    “Well, no, but…”


    “Only my husband could have a menial epiphany like that at a time like this.”


    He smirked. “I guess we can figure out how the place got its name when we leave the hospital.”


    “Knock yourself out, honey. Me? I’m staying as far away from that fucking lake as possible.” She rolled onto her back and closed her eyes. “Goodnight.”




    70


    Patrick running through the woods. Someone is chasing him. He turns over his shoulder and sees a big man following close behind. The man is carrying a pitchfork in both hands and wearing a burlap sack with one eyehole over his head. A terror unlike anything Patrick has ever felt since childhood sweeps over him. He knows he cannot out-run his pursuer. He knows he will be caught. He knows that before he is killed the assailant will remove his hood and Patrick will see his face—the deformed face that haunted him throughout his childhood.


    Patrick continues running anyway. In the distance, he sees an abandoned shed. He knows what’s inside. Knows the victims of his pursuer are inside, mutilated and decomposing. He knows that no matter what he does, he will join them soon.


    He enters the shed anyway. The shed is lit with random candles, casting a flickering glow on a scene littered with corpses. Some are freshly killed with wide, lifeless eyes staring back at him. Some are gray and rotted, riddled with bugs.


    He slams the shed door shut and hoists two fresh kills up against it in an attempt at a barricade. He takes several steps back, waiting for his pursuer to try and enter. He scans the shed, looking for a weapon.


    There is a bang at the door. The pursuer is trying to shove it open; the fresh kills are making it difficult, buying him precious time. Patrick spots a machete by one of the candles. It is next to the body of a man with no head. He knows it’s a man by his clothes and the severed head inches from his torso. He was a fresh kill. The blood on the stump of the neck is wet. The eyes on the head are open and staring up at him. They start to blink when he grabs the machete. He cries out at the impossible absurdity of it, and they only blink faster.


    Patrick turns to face the door. The banging has stopped. The man with the burlap sack and pitchfork is no longer at the door. He’s somewhere though. He’s close by— somewhere outside, looking for a way in. And he will get in. Patrick knows this. Knows it truer than anything.


    His bowels are close to giving out; his bladder has already emptied. Patrick tightens his grip on the machete and takes another step back, away from the door. He steps on something. The tip of a boot. Someone is behind him.


    Patrick spins and swings the machete. It slices into the man with the burlap sack’s shoulder. The heavy blade becomes stuck in its new meaty home, Patrick losing his grip in a failed attempt to jerk it free. The solitary eye through the eyehole grows wide, a pained moan is heard. He’s not dead. Because he can’t die. And he’s angry. Patrick’s death will now be far, far worse.


    The man with the burlap sack pulls the machete from his shoulder and drops it to the floor with a clatter. He is still holding the pitchfork.


    It’s time to die, Patrick thinks to himself. He is going kill me with that pitchfork and leave me here in this shed to rot. No one will ever find me.


    But the man with the burlap sack doesn’t kill Patrick. Instead, he removes his hood. Patrick sees his face and screams.


    • • •


    Now it was Amy’s turn to look on with worry as the nurse rushed to her husband’s side. His care was no different than what she’d received after her nightmare, but unlike Amy, Patrick’s sheets needed changing.


    Patrick stood and did not make eye contact with his wife as he walked to the bathroom. He closed the door behind him while the nurse stripped the bed. Amy was sure she heard her husband weeping behind the bathroom door. She started to cry too.
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    Homicide Detective Michael Henry waited a few days before talking to Amy and Patrick Lambert in detail. He’d taken brief statements from them the night they were brought to the hospital, however there were still things to discuss. He had questions, but most significantly, he had information.


    “He’s not dead?” Patrick asked.


    Detective Henry shook his head. “Afraid not. He’s currently being treated over in the east wing.”


    “He’s in this hospital?” Amy blurted.


    Henry nodded.


    “Shouldn’t he be in jail or something?” Amy asked.


    “They’ve got to treat him first. Don’t worry; we’ve got him under constant supervision. If he so much as sneezes, we’re there to say ‘God bless you.’”


    Amy snorted. “Even God wouldn’t waste His time on a psycho like that.”


    Detective Henry gave Amy a slight nod in agreement.


    Patrick sat up in his bed. “What about the other one?”


    “James Fannelli?” Henry asked.


    “Yeah.”


    “Very dead.”


    “Good,” Amy said. She reached behind her head and folded her pillow in half to prop her head higher. “What else?”


    Henry pulled at his tie. He felt sweat on the back of his neck. “Your friends…”


    “Lorraine and Norm?” Patrick said.


    Henry lowered his head. Amy started to cry.


    “Yeah, we kind of knew already,” Patrick said. “Arty he…basically told us what they’d done.”


    “I’m sorry,” Henry said. He let a moment of silence go by before continuing. “The mother is still alive,” he said. “She’s being treated here as well.”


    Patrick turned to his left, exchanged looks with his wife. She was wiping tears from both eyes. “What’s her condition?” Patrick asked.


    “She’s stable, but she’s been pretty out of it since she’s been here. Came to for a short while, but just babbled a lot of nonsense. Her records show she suffers from dementia.”


    “Yeah, we know,” Patrick said. “We got the whole inside scoop from the psychos themselves.”


    Henry gave a sympathetic smile. “Right; you mentioned it in your initial statement.”


    Patrick nodded with a slow blink.


    Henry looked over his notes again. He flipped a page and ran his index finger down the paper, muttering to himself as he skimmed each line.


    “What’s going to happen to her?” Patrick asked.


    Henry glanced up from his notes. He appeared startled out of thought. “Who?”


    “The mother. What’s going to happen to the mother?”


    Henry lowered the notes to his side. “I imagine she’ll be here a bit longer.”


    “We mean when she gets better,” Amy said. “What will happen to hear when she heals?”


    Detective Henry shrugged. “With her condition—and I’m talking about the dementia, not the gunshot wound—there’s no way to be sure. You said in your statement that she had no recollection of being a mother, and she was calling for her deceased husband the night she was shot by her son.”


    “That’s right,” Amy said.


    “Well then my guess would be that things for her will only get worse. Without her sons around to look in on her she won’t be trusted to live on her own. She’ll likely be committed to a rest home of sorts.”


    Patrick frowned and shook his head. “Poor ignorant woman. Maybe it’s for the best she loses her memory after all. I mean, I’m sure the last thing she’d want to remember is giving birth to two fucking psychopaths that could shoot their own mother.”


    Henry fingered his notes again. He kept his head down as he read. “Her attending physician here was able to gain access to her medical history from a previous doctor in Philadelphia. According to those records…”


    • • •


    When Detective Henry had finished talking, Patrick and Amy asked him for a favor. At first he rejected their request, stating that it was unorthodox and unnecessary. The couple pleaded their case, running through the events of that final night in grizzly detail. Henry had looked away halfway through their plea. The Lamberts continued to talk, to outline the just cause of their favor; how it would bring closure to a nightmare that may never have closure.


    When Henry turned back around and faced the couple, his face was red. Whether it was red with anger at the ordeal this poor family had endured, or red from frustration at the Lamberts’ inability to take no for an answer, the couple hardly cared. The only thing they did care about was when detective Henry broke down and said, “Okay.”
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    Amy and Patrick followed Detective Henry down the hospital’s corridor towards the east wing. They held hands along the way, moving slowly, grimacing from time to time from the pain their wounds were causing them for moving around sooner than they should be. This was worth it though.


    Henry glanced over his shoulder at the couple as they hobbled along, still in their hospital gowns, looking as if sleep had completely eluded them these past few days. “You sure you’re up for this?” Henry asked, slowing his pace for them.


    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Patrick replied.


    “Same here,” Amy said.


    Henry shrugged. “Okay—shouldn’t be much further now.”


    The couple followed Henry around a corner as they approached the east wing. Ahead of them, a police officer sat outside one of the rooms, reading a magazine.


    Henry nodded to the officer in the chair. The officer looked at Henry, then at the Lamberts, then back at Henry.


    “It’s okay,” Henry said. “I’ll take full responsibility.”


    The officer looked at the Lamberts one last time, smiled an obligatory smile, then lifted his magazine and resumed reading.


    Henry placed his hand on the door’s handle and looked over his shoulder. He made solid eye contact with both Amy and Patrick. “I’m trusting you on this. If you’ve got something else in mind…”


    They both shook their heads at exactly the same time. “We gave you our word,” Amy said.


    Detective Henry gave one hard nod then turned back around and opened the door.
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    Arty Fannelli turned to the male officer sitting to the left of his hospital bed. “Are you ever going to be replaced by a female officer?” he asked.


    The officer didn’t look up from his Sports Illustrated when he replied, “Sorry, dickhead, you’re stuck with me.”


    “Dickhead? Are you allowed to talk to me like that?”


    The officer turned the page and continued reading. “Yup.”


    Arty pulled at his handcuff strapped to the bed’s frame. “Are these really necessary? I’ve been here a few days now; I think you can trust me.”


    The officer frowned at something in the magazine, muttered, “Overpaid prima donnas…”


    “Hello? Are you listening? I was stabbed eight hundred times for Christ’s sake. Where the hell am I going to go?”


    There was a knock at the door. The officer stood and threw the magazine onto his seat. Detective Henry walked into the room.


    “Hey, you know he called me a dickhead?” Arty said to Henry.


    “You are a dickhead,” Henry said.


    Arty laughed. “So what’s up, Mikey? You stopping by to ask a few more questions?”


    “Not exactly,” Henry said. He walked over towards the officer on duty and stood by his side.


    Arty said, “Well what is it then? You finally pulling Chuckles here off-duty? If so, can I put a request in for something with a bit more curves? No offense, Chuckles.”


    “Why would I do that?” Henry asked. “It’s probably in your best interest to start getting used to men.”


    Arty smiled. “You really think I’m gonna serve any time, Mikey?”


    Henry raised an eyebrow. “You don’t?”


    “Of course not. An anomaly like myself?”


    Henry smirked. “Anomaly?”


    “Oh I’m sorry, Mikey, am I talking over your head? I’ll try and put it in layman’s terms.” Arty cleared his throat, loving it. “You see there are thousands of headshrinkers out there who will want to know why my brother and I did the things we did. They’ll want to know why all their stupid little theories about evil and human behavior were ultimately fed to them in one giant shit-burger.


    “They’ll keep me in cushy hospitals and kiss my ass in order to find out what makes me tick, and, more importantly…” He flashed a pornographic leer. “What excites me.


    “Hell, there’ll probably even be a fucking waiting list to come see me. Every budding shrink with a hard-on for stardom will be desperately trying to solve the riddle of the infamous Fannelli brothers so they can write the next bestseller.


    “Was it nature? Was it nurture? What? It was neither? Holy shit! This truly is great! We can’t send him to prison! We need to study him! Take CAT scans of his brain, find out how he’s wired, ask him endless questions written by so-called experts who circle jerk to Freud. We need to find out what makes this guy so unique.


    “I mean come on, fellas. I’m the kind of guy movies are written about, for Christ’s sake. The kind of real-life boogeyman screenwriters salivate over. How often do you come across someone composed of pure, unfiltered malevolence?”


    Arty paused, a smile on the corner of his mouth. He remained fixed on the two officers, gauging the impact of his words. He never noticed the two visitors who had entered quietly to his right.


    “And this will go on for as long as I want it to,” Arty continued. “I’ll give them a taste…” He held up his thumb and index finger as though pinching a bug. “A teensy- weensy taste. And then when the time is right, I’ll give them a little more. And then a little more after that. I’ve got the tools and the smarts to keep the game going for a very long time. You see, Mikey and Chuckles, even when I’m confined I can orchestrate a game to amuse myself.


    “So please, don’t even—for one second—try some of your spooky cop talk in an attempt to scare me about the horrors of prison…because I’m not going there. Somebody of my stature belongs under a microscope; not behind bars. And we live in a sick enough society with a fucked-up-enough legal system to make it happen. And we both know that, don’t we?”


    Someone cleared their throat to Arty’s right. He turned his head. Amy and Patrick were standing side by side, a big smile on both their faces.


    “What the hell are you two smiling at?”




    74


    “Officer, would you mind giving us a minute here?” Henry said. “Go grab a soda or a coffee or something.”


    The officer shrugged, and then nodded to both Amy and Patrick on his way out.


    Arty shifted in his bed and pulled at his cuffs again, metal on metal clinking. “What the fuck do you want?”


    Patrick said, “Just wanted to touch base.”


    “Touch base?” He looked at Henry. “What the hell is this?”


    Detective Henry said nothing. Arty turned back to the Lamberts. “I’ve got nothing to say to you two.”


    “No?” Amy said.


    “No. You murdered my brother.”


    Patrick laughed. “Right…and it wasn’t justified or anything.”


    “No, it wasn’t. You two should have just known your role and accepted your fate. You’re fucking peasants that were put here for our enjoyment. Period. Taking your life is akin to thinning a menial herd. You taking my brother’s life is tantamount to blasphemy.”


    “That’s the way you see it?” Amy asked.


    “That’s the way I know it, Amy,” he said. “I’m surprised you even need to hear this again. I’m quite sure I made myself clear the first time around. What were you hoping for, a moment of regret now that my brother and mother are gone?”


    Amy shook her head. “No, I knew better than to hope for something like that.”


    “Well good for you. Maybe you’re not the stupid little cunt I thought you were.”


    Patrick took a step closer to the bed and Henry twitched. Patrick held up a hand and nodded an apology.


    Arty laughed. “See? Even in here you’re powerless, Patrick. I just tug those little strings of yours and you dance like the big predictable puppet you are.”


    “You call me powerless, yet here you are,” Patrick said. “And your brother is likely room temperature right about now.”


    Arty snorted. “You keep thinking whatever you want to think, hotshot.”


    “I will, thank you.”


    Arty looked at Henry again. “Alright, are we done here? I still don’t know what the hell this is—”


    “Your mother’s alive,” Amy said.


    Arty jerked his head towards Amy. He studied her hard, as if trying to read a bluff. “I call bullshit,” he eventually said.


    “Call whatever you want,” Patrick said. “It’s true.”


    Arty went back to Henry. “Is it?”


    Henry closed his eyes and nodded once.


    “I want to see her.”


    “What makes you think she’d want to see you?” Amy asked.


    Arty ignored her. He kept his stare on Henry. “Detective Henry, I want to see her.”


    Patrick’s turn now. “You shot her, asshole. You shot her with the intention of killing her. Why would she want to see you?”


    Arty turned back to Patrick. “I was freeing her, you ignorant ass. I was ending her suffering. It’s what she would have wanted.”


    “Nah,” Patrick said. “You did it for yourself. It’s what you wanted.”


    “You don’t know shit.”


    “Oh I know some things,” Patrick said with a smirk.


    “Whatever.” Arty looked back at Henry. “I want to see my mother.”


    “She’s unconscious, Arty,” Amy said. “Nobody knows when she’ll come around.”


    “Shut up! Nobody’s talking to you! Detective Henry! I want to see my mother. She’ll want to see me. She’ll want to see her only living son the second she wakes up.” He shot a quick glare at the couple on the word living.


    “What if she doesn’t remember you again?” Amy asked.


    “She will.”


    “Maybe,” Patrick said. “Maybe not. She might tell you something you don’t want to hear.”


    “I am her son; her flesh and blood. She’ll remember me again.”


    “Then why did you shoot her?” Patrick asked with a chuckle. “If you’re so sure she’ll remember you again, then why did you shoot her? Why free her?”


    “I don’t have to justify anything to you. I was doing the right thing. You could never understand.”


    Amy inched closer to the foot of the bed. “You know, your mother said some things that night I found interesting.”


    “Good for you.”


    “She said she didn’t know who you were.”


    “She was confused.”


    “She said she wanted to see her husband.”


    “She’s sick and she was confused. She was talking nonsense.”


    “And she said that she was unable to have children.”


    Arty said nothing.


    “Did you catch that bit?” Amy asked. “I’m pretty sure she only said it the one time, but she did say it.”


    “Like I said,” Arty began, nostrils flared, “she is sick and—”


    “The thing is, Arty, dementia can be strangely ironic,” Amy interrupted. “You forget some things, and then you remember others—usually things from the past.”


    “I know that.”


    “That’s why your mother was calling to your father. She had regressed back to a time when she believed he was still alive.”


    “You said that already, bitch.”


    “She regressed back to a time when she and her husband had just found out that she was unable to have children.”


    Arty laughed. “So what am I? A fucking mirage?”


    Amy smiled and looked at Patrick. Patrick smiled back, turned to Arty and said, “No, you’re very real. But you’re also very adopted. You and Jim.”


    Arty laughed again. “You two reek of it.”


    Patrick smirked, looked over at Henry. “Detective?”


    Henry nodded. “It’s true, Fannelli. Your mother’s attending physician was able to get hold of all her medical records dating back several years. A fibroid tumor was found in her uterus when she was twenty. Apparently the tumor was huge. Her uterus was removed as a result.”


    Amy took over. “Your mother, while not necessarily past her prime, was no spring chicken when she—” Amy held up both hands and mimed quotation marks “—gave birth to you. I mean, nowadays thirty-six doesn’t seem too old to have your first child. But over thirty years ago? People were poppin’ out two or three before they even reached thirty. Why would such loving, nurturing parents like yours wait so long to have children? Makes you wonder doesn’t it?”


    Arty shook his head. “This is bullshit. I would have known. My brother and I would have found out somehow.”


    “Different time, Fannelli,” Henry said. “We’re talking the 70’s here. Adoption practices were a bit more lax back then. You could adopt at a young age and keep it a secret from anyone and everyone—including you and your brother.”


    Arty stuttered. “I would have…remembered.”


    Amy chuckled. “Doubtful.”


    Arty’s breaths grew short and shallow. “I’m two years older than Jim. I would have at least been two.”


    Now it was Patrick’s turn to chuckle. “Right. And we all remember so much at the ripe old age of two, don’t we? Hell, I’ll even give you four. Can you remember anything from when you were four, Arty?”


    Arty pulled at his cuffs again, a clang instead of a clink this time. “I suppose now you’re going to tell me Jim isn’t my real brother either, right?”


    “No, no,” Henry said, “I’m fairly certain he is. There’s a minuscule chance your parents adopted two American children from two separate families. I’d bet good money Jim is your biological brother.”


    “Do you know what all of this means, Arty?” Amy asked.


    Arty didn’t reply.


    “It means that you and your brother aren’t really the unique individuals you think you are. You were raised by loving parents…but you weren’t born to them.”


    Arty said nothing. Patrick took over.


    “Did you ever read The Bad Seed, Arty?” Patrick asked. “It was a fantastic book that came out in the mid-fifties. Written by a guy named William March. They made it into a play and a movie. The movie was damn good too, except for the fact that they changed the original ending. It wasn’t really their fault though; their hands were kind of tied. You see at the time they had to comply with the Motion Picture Production Code, meaning the ending had to be morally acceptable; the bad guys weren’t allowed to win, so to speak.


    “Still, the movie was good enough to be nominated for an Academy Award. Patty McCormack was downright creepy as the little girl. You and your stupid brother wish you could be as creepy as that little girl.”


    Arty stayed quiet. He just glared at the couple—a mix of hate and confusion.


    “I’m getting ahead of myself though. Let me give you the synopsis, okay? Basically the book is about this adorable, seemingly perfect eight-year-old girl who is actually downright evil. The little girl is a total sociopath who can flash her blue eyes and pearly whites one minute, and then kill a fellow classmate the next in order to get a penmanship medal she felt she deserved.


    “The loving mother begins to suspect something is wrong with her child, and fears she may have inherited her nasty old grandmother’s evil genes. You see, Arty, it turns out that grandma was quite the notorious serial killer in her day, and poor old loving mom fears that her innocent little daughter might have inherited those awful, awful genes.” Patrick smiled. “Do you see where I’m heading with this, Arthur?”


    Arty said, “Shut up.”


    “I’m surprised you didn’t know about this classic, Arty, what with all your ‘research’ and all. I would have told you about it before, but I didn’t have much of a chance.” He turned to Amy. “Why is that you think, baby?”


    Amy scratched her head, her eyebrows scrunched, lips pursed. Then everything popped, and her eyes were bright and wide, her mouth an O. “You were being gagged and tortured at the time, honey. You couldn’t have!”


    Patrick slapped his forehead. “That’s right. Why didn’t you tell him about it then, honey?”


    Amy gave her husband a silly look and sang, “Honey…I was being gagged and tortured too.”


    Patrick slapped his forehead again. “Duh!”


    Arty yelled, “Shut up!”


    “You remember your little spiel about Serial Killer Stanley?” Patrick said. “That’s what you called him, right? Stanley?” He looked to Amy again.


    “Yeah, I think that was it,” Amy said. “Although I kind of liked The Three Stooges reference better. Found it more amusing.”


    “Yeah, I did too. I like the Stooges. Again, I would have told you and your brother that, but…” Patrick wrapped an imaginary gag around his mouth and head, made his lips disappear, then splayed his hands with a helpless shrug.


    Amy laughed.


    “Henry, I want these fucks out of here now. I have rights; this is beyond fucking absurd.”


    Detective Henry pretended to look out the window. Patrick was sure he saw him smirking.


    “Let’s not get off track,” Patrick continued. “It’s contagious, this lecturing stuff. I can see why you and Jim felt the need to bore us for so long with how cool you thought you were.”


    “Henry!”


    Patrick continued. “Sorry, sorry…let’s get back to our buddy Stanley. So! Arty…you said Serial Killer Stanley was a serial killer because he came from a long line of serial killers, yes? Those were your words, if I’m not mistaken.” Patrick’s haughty delivery was the equal of a prosecutor to an ignorant defendant.


    “Shut the fuck up!”


    “Did you know The Bad Seed was based on a true story? That there really was a serial killer grandma that had an eight-year-old, serial killer granddaughter?”


    This was a lie, but Patrick hardly cared. He was having too much fun. “I guess the point I’m trying to make here, Arthur, is that in this case—in your case—it looks like heredity was the winner. Hey, you know what I just thought? What if your real father’s name was actually Stanley? How fucking funny would that be?”


    Amy laughed again.


    “So you know what I’m thinking here, Arty?” Patrick said. “I think—no—I bet. I bet my newly saved life that your biological parents, the real people responsible for bringing you into this world, were just as sick and fucked up as you and your brother are.” Patrick quickly corrected himself, “Oh, sorry…as you are. Guess I’d have to say were if I’m talking about Jim, yeah?”


    Arty finally spoke in a tone below a shout, though it clearly held no guarantees it would remain as such; his face was near purple with rage, veins bulged his neck and forehead, looking as if they might split the skin. “You don’t know that. You don’t know that for sure.”


    Amy shrugged. “You’re right. Nobody does—including you. We might be able to find out though. Do some digging maybe? If we really tried I’m sure we could come up with something.” She looked at Detective Henry. He raised both eyebrows and nodded in agreement. Amy continued.


    “But I don’t think you want us to do that, do you, Arty? In fact, I don’t think we would want to do it either. I think it’s best if we just let it fester inside that rotted head of yours. Because deep down I think you know the truth. We all know the truth. And if you’ll forgive the pun…that seed we just planted? That seed that’s gonna keep on growing and growing…? That’s enough for us. That seed will put a smile on the face of my husband and I for the rest of our very long lives.”


    Patrick took another step closer towards the bed. He wanted to hammer the point home. “So enjoy your time in prison, Arty. I wouldn’t hold my breath on waiting for any budding shrinks to come look you up. Especially not after my wife and I make certain that everyone knows the true origins of the ‘infamous’ Fannelli brothers.”


    Patrick began guiding Amy towards the door. Before exiting he looked at Arty, smirked and added, “Maybe Amy and I will send you a card on Mother’s Day.”


    Detective Henry barked a laugh, instantly covered his mouth and said, “Ah shit. Come on.” He ushered the Lamberts out of the room.
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    The silver Highlander headed east on the Pennsylvania Turnpike towards Valley Forge. The sunglasses Patrick wore shielded both the sun and the bruising that was still evident around his eyes.


    Amy was next to him in the passenger seat, her hand on his knee throughout the entire trip. She gave it a little squeeze.


    Patrick glanced at her and smiled. “What?”


    She smiled back, took a deep breath. “It’s just nice to know you’re there.”


    He took her hand off his knee, brought it to his mouth and kissed it. “You’ll never get rid of me, baby.”


    “I hope not.” She shifted her torso slightly and winced.


    “You alright?”


    She gingerly patted the right side of her chest. “Still sore.”


    He kissed her hand again. “That’s to be expected. Doctor said it would take awhile.”


    “How about you?” she asked.


    He let go of her hand and touched his stomach. “Still sore. Who would have ever thought two suburbanites like us would be shot and stabbed?”


    She chuckled softly. “Not me.”


    “At least we’ll have cool scars.”


    “I don’t want a cool scar, thank you. A big pink hole over my right boob—I’ll be quite the stunner in a bikini.”


    “Thank God he didn’t shoot you in the boob.”


    Amy shook her head. “My husband: a man of priorities.”


    He smiled and winked at her. She put her hand back on his knee and gave it another little squeeze.


    “Well hey, how do you think Oscar feels?” he asked. “Poor little guy got his tail sliced off. How you doin’ back there pal?” Patrick reached behind him and stuck his fingers through the metal grate of the pet carrier in the back seat.


    Oscar instantly licked his fingers and wagged his stump.


    “He should have been a cat,” Amy said. “Nine lives and all.”


    “I’ll tell you what I don’t get,” Patrick said. “Those sickos had no trouble taking the lives of all those people, yet when it came to a dog…”


    Amy shrugged. “Not part of their stupid little game I guess. I won’t even pretend to understand.”


    Patrick grunted.


    Amy reached back and let Oscar have a lick of her fingers as well. “I still can’t believe they found the bugger. I can’t wait to see the look on Carrie’s face when we get him home. I’m praying it helps speed up the healing process.”


    Patrick sighed. “Yeah.”


    • • •


    The symbol of a gasoline handle was lit on the Highlander’s dashboard. Patrick paused before exiting the car and turned to his wife. “You want anything?”


    “Something to drink please.”


    “Coke?”


    “Fine.”


    Patrick exited the SUV and began pumping his gas. When he finished he went inside the mini-mart to pay. As he exited with a bottle of Coke in hand, he noticed a man filling his black Volkswagen behind the Highlander. The pump was running hands-free, and the man was leaning against the hood of his Volkswagen, both arms folded, staring at the rear of Patrick’s car.


    “You go to Penn State?” the man asked when Patrick arrived. He was a young man who looked to be in his mid-twenties. He was dressed in faded blue jeans and a white sweatshirt. He was smiling pleasantly when he asked the question.


    Patrick said nothing. He walked around his SUV, opened the passenger door, and gave Amy her Coke. She pulled the door shut, and Patrick pressed on it afterwards to ensure it was shut properly. He then calmly walked over to the smiling man and launched him clear across the hood of his Volkswagen with a thunderous right hook.


    Patrick got back into the driver’s seat of the Highlander and looked at his now wide-eyed wife. He shrugged. “Better safe than sorry.”




    76


    After a few months, the Lamberts were finally ready to entertain. Nothing big—just a few friends over for dinner and drinks.


    The “subject” was carefully avoided at first, almost to an awkward degree, making conversation hollow and generic. But as the drinks continued, and the mood lightened, it was all but impossible for someone not to take that first plunge.


    Long-time friends, Jamie and Alexis Brown, were those first two.


    “So how are you two coping?” Jamie asked. “I mean really.”


    The remaining couple, Tom and Jane Jenkins, shared an uncertain glance.


    “I think we’ve crossed the last big hurdle,” Patrick said after he and Amy shared their own uncertain glance.


    With the exception of police and close family, the couple had not shared any details about their ordeal at Crescent Lake to anyone, yet knew it would ultimately surface one day and need to be addressed. They had even rehearsed what should and should not be divulged. The gist of the tragedy had already been learned (how could it not after the media coverage it had received), but it was the details that were shaky ground. A vague synopsis of the goings-on could be discussed, but gruesome particulars (Patrick biting off a nose; Amy jamming a nail file into a man’s balls; et al) were better left locked away in a vault that even the Lamberts struggled to open.


    “How so?” Alexis prodded.


    Taking a healthy pull from her chardonnay, Amy said, “Patrick and I have been seeing a therapist who has helped us a great deal. He helps us try to place the incident in the same category as a bad dream. It will surely haunt us, likely forever, but time will hopefully be our ally. The more we can distance ourselves from everything and remove all traces of the affair, the less impact it will have over time. At least that’s what we’re being fed.” Amy ended with an awkward laugh. The table’s placating laugh that followed was even more awkward.


    “What about the trial?” Jamie asked.


    “Of course we’ll eventually have to revisit some unpleasant memories at the trial, but we’re not even thinking about that right now. Right now is all about healing immediate wounds.” She took another decent swallow from her glass. “Like I said; lessen the impact…”


    “Speaking of wounds, how are…?” Tom motioned his hand over his own torso, hinting at the physical wounds Amy and Patrick had endured.


    Patrick touched the scar on his stomach; the wounds on his face had long been healed. “Well, they’re a reminder of course.” He looked at Amy who rubbed the spot above her right breast. “Something that has unfortunately tattooed us with the memory of everything, but…as Amy said, we’re hoping time will be our ally.”


    “Any pain?” Jane asked.


    “Not too bad anymore,” Amy said, rubbing her chest again. “It was pretty bad at first. God bless Codeine and wine.”


    Another placating laugh from the table, though less awkward than before.


    The six adults sat in silence for a beat. Some took sips from their drinks, others poked at the remains on their plates. It was only a matter of time before the next question was carefully measured and delivered.


    “How about the kids?” Jamie asked. “How are they holding up?”


    Patrick said, “The psychologists we’ve worked with said they have youth on their side. Said that at their age, their resiliency can prove surprisingly strong.”


    Alexis said, “You seem as if you don’t agree.”


    Patrick gave a partial shrug. “I’d have to agree as far as Caleb is concerned, but Carrie…” He glanced at Amy. His look asked his wife if she felt comfortable with continuing, and it asked if this was indeed one of those details that was better left alone. She answered him by answering the table.


    “Carrie’s been struggling ever since we got home,” she said. “She was sleeping with us up until a couple of weeks ago. She still wakes up screaming and crying from nightmares.”


    Alexis put a hand to her chest. “Oh, the poor thing.”


    Tom wrinkled his brow. “Wait…so Caleb’s okay?”


    “We don’t know,” Patrick said. “He seems okay. In fact, he seems a little too okay. And to be honest, that has us a bit worried. We asked the doctor about it; we were worried that he was in shock, or so traumatized by everything that he had somehow suppressed it. But one of the doctors told us that if he hasn’t exhibited any distressing behavior thus far, then he should be fine. I’m not sure I agree with all that, but hey, what the hell do I know?”


    “I’m not sure I agree either,” Tom said. “How could it not affect him?”


    “The doctor said it most assuredly did, but that because of Caleb’s age, he likely couldn’t comprehend what the hell was going on. Again, it goes back to the whole resiliency thing with kids—the younger they are, the more resilient, I guess. Perhaps he’s already done what Amy and I are hoping to do, and chalked the whole thing up to a bad dream.”


    Tom’s frowned remained. “Strange that he hasn’t even shown the slightest signs of post-traumatic stress.”


    Amy shrugged. “Both kids slept with us when we got home. We insisted on it. But after a few days Caleb wanted to go back to his own bed. He’s been fine ever since; he putters around here as though nothing happened.”


    “Which is fine by us,” Patrick said. “Carrie’s been struggling so much, it helps us devote a little more attention towards soothing her without having to worry if Caleb is receiving equal care.”


    “As odd as it may sound,” Amy began, “I suppose their reactions mimic their personalities. Carrie has always been the high-strung, extroverted one. Caleb could be sitting next to you on the sofa and sometimes you’ll forget he’s even there.”


    “He’s a tough little bugger—just like his old man,” Jamie said with a smile.


    Patrick returned the gesture, but it was labored.


    Jamie played with something on his plate, his attention obviously elsewhere. Patrick sensed something coming he wouldn’t like.


    “How did you do it, Patrick?” Jamie asked. He then looked at Amy. “How did you both do it?”


    Patrick ate a mouthful of food as a means to buy time. After swallowing, he feigned ignorance. “Do what?”


    “How did you manage…to do what it was that you did…to come out alive?”


    “Jamie,” Alexis said.


    Patrick and Amy shared what seemed like their one-hundredth glance before Patrick fixed on Jamie. “Like I said, Jamie—we’re trying to forget it.”


    Jamie held up a hand. “Okay, I’m sorry. I was just…no, I’m sorry.”


    Patrick smiled genuinely. These were his friends; they had been drinking; they were curious. Likely, he’d be the same way. “It’s okay, man. Maybe some day.”


    A whine emerged from beneath the table. All six adults leaned to one side and looked below them. Oscar stood by Patrick’s feet, wagging the stump that used to be his tail.


    “Now here’s someone we could all take a lesson from,” Patrick said. “The poor thing had his tail sliced off, and all he cares about is getting some leftovers.”


    The table laughed—a good laugh this time; no placating; nothing awkward.


    “I guess if you can find one good thing to come from all of this…” Alexis said.


    Amy snorted. “Speak for yourself. He eats more than all four of us combined. I don’t know where he puts it in that little body of his. That mangy mutt is going to eat us out of house and home.”


    Another good laugh from the table.


    When it faded, Tom asked, “You don’t think he’s a reminder? The dog?”


    It was a good question, one that Patrick had never really considered. He looked at Amy for help. She looked mildly annoyed at the query.


    “He makes Carrie happy. We’re not about to take that away from her,” was all she said.


    Tom smiled and nodded fast, seemingly realizing that he too had just joined Jamie Brown on the Inappropriate Dinner Conversation Team. “Good, good, I’m glad,” he said.


    • • •


    Dessert and coffee were done, and a brief silence returned once again. Clinks and tinks from glasses, plates, and silverware played a broken tune.


    Carrie’s sudden scream from upstairs broke the silence.


    Both Patrick and Amy leapt from the table, the squeak of their chairs on the wooden floor like sneakers on a basketball court.


    The couple bounded upstairs, the dinner guests leaving their seats and forming a group at the base of the stairs.


    Carrie was upright in bed, sobbing, her sheets soaked with sweat. Amy wiped her daughter’s matted hair from her eyes and flashed on Carrie’s insistence to have her bangs cut when they first arrived at Crescent Lake. She began to cry with her daughter as she held her tight. Patrick sat at the foot of the bed, rubbing his daughter’s shaking legs. He lowered his head and fought back his own tears.


    • • •


    Patrick returned to the group at the base of the stairs alone. He explained that Carrie had a nightmare and that Amy was consoling her. He did not have to ask everyone to leave. They took the cue.


    • • •


    Hugging his final guest before shutting the door behind them, Patrick returned upstairs to Carrie’s room where she had managed to fall back to sleep in Amy’s arms.


    “Are you going to stay in here with her tonight?” he whispered.


    She shook her head, then slowly slid her way out from beneath her daughter, gently lowering her head back down to the pillow.


    They checked Caleb’s room next. He was fast asleep; Carrie’s screams hadn’t woken him.


    “He could sleep through an earthquake,” Patrick whispered as he shut his son’s door.


    The two walked into their bedroom where Amy sat on the bed and put her face in both hands.


    “You okay?” Patrick asked.


    She looked up, sighed. “Yeah. I just want it all to be over. I want the bad dream to end.”


    He sat beside her. “I do too, baby.” She leaned in and rested her head on his chest. He kissed the top of her head and started running his fingers over her back. “Tell you what, why don’t you go get ready for bed. I’ll go downstairs and clean up.”


    “No, it’s okay. I’ll come down and help.”


    He pulled her in, squeezed, and kissed the top of her head again. “I insist.”


    She took her head off his chest and kissed him. “I love you.”


    • • •


    Patrick had cleared the dining room table, and was now elbow deep in suds at the kitchen sink. He thought about Jamie’s question:


    “How did you do it? How did you manage to…do what it was that you did…to come out alive?”


    He set the plate he’d been holding back into the sink and shut the water off. How had they done it? How had he done it? That man who did those things. That man who shot, stabbed, and mauled like a savage beast. Was that him? Standing here now, safe in his suburban kitchen, knowing Jim was dead and that Arty was locked away, he felt as though he hadn’t done those things—that someone else had. He felt a vague connection to it as though it were a scene in a film he had seen more than once. Now, in retrospect, he felt removed from the blood lust that had surged through his veins during that horrific moment.


    A tingle began at the base of his spine, and then tickled ice cold all the way to the top of his head…because he had done those things. My God. He had.


    And to answer your question, Jamie, I have no fucking idea how we managed to do it. No fucking idea at all. I guess when it comes to family…


    Patrick thought of the nose he’d bitten off Jim Fannelli’s face and immediately filled a glass of water. He gargled with it then spat. He repeated the process, and then set the empty glass to one side. He placed both hands on the sink’s ledge to steady himself, his head down.


    “This is going to take awhile, isn’t it?” he said quietly to the sink full of dishes and water and soap. “A hell of a lot longer than Amy and I think it—”


    A second scream that night cut him off. It was not Carrie’s this time, it was Amy’s: a short, painful cry.


    Again Patrick found himself sprinting up the stairs. In his bedroom he found Amy sitting on the floor, clutching her right foot with both hands. Her left foot was covered in a bedroom slipper; her right was bloodied and dotted with silver thumbtacks.


    “What the hell?” Patrick said.


    Amy continued clutching her foot with both hands, rocking back and forth in pain.


    Patrick dropped to his knees and began examining her foot. “What the hell happened?”


    Amy kept a tight grip on her ankle with her left, and began slowly plucking the tacks free with her right, wincing after each withdrawal. “My slipper,” she said.


    Patrick spun on both knees and spotted the solitary slipper. He picked it up and turned it over. A dozen silver thumbtacks spilled out. “What the fuck? Who did this?”


    Amy continued working on her foot. “How the hell should I know?”


    Patrick hopped to his feet and immediately went to Carrie’s room. She was in the same position they had left her earlier, fast asleep. He closed the door and went to Caleb’s room. His son was turned on his side away from him, lying still. Patrick called his name. Caleb didn’t answer. His tiny torso beneath the blankets rose and fell with each breath. He was asleep.


    A wave of panic swept through Patrick’s head. Had one of their friends done it? No. No way. Even the hardest of practical jokers would have found such a gag awful even under normal circumstances.


    Jim was dead. He was sure of it. He was dead. Dead. He saw it. Dead.


    Arty was locked away. Locked far away from them. Had he gotten out? Tracked them down? No. Impossible. It was absolutely impossible. But Patrick did know one thing: he would call right now. He would call and check. Call right fucking now and check to make sure that bastard was still locked up tight.


    Patrick thought of serial killer Ted Bundy; he remembered reading how Bundy had managed to escape the police twice after capture.


    My God, what if he escaped, Patrick? That means he was here. God Almighty he was HERE.


    “No,” he said. Insisted. Pleaded. “No, no, no.”


    Patrick locked Caleb’s door and pulled it tight, then did the same for Carrie’s. He sprinted back to his bedroom, his eyes wide and wild. He began going through their closets, pushing and shoving clothes out of the way, ripping them off their hangers and tossing them over his shoulder, checking every conceivable hiding spot.


    Amy was still on the floor attending to her foot. Her own eyes grew wild from her husband’s frenzy. “What? What?”


    Patrick ignored her; he just continued with his frantic search. The bathroom next.


    “Patrick!”


    He emerged from the bathroom a minute later. Satisfied their entire bedroom was empty save for him and his wife, Patrick turned to Amy, his eyes still lidless. “Stay here and keep this door locked.”


    He flipped the lock, pulled the door tight, and checked the handle to ensure it didn’t budge. He heard Amy call after him one last time as he bolted downstairs to make the call.


    • • •


    Curled over on one side, his back to the bedroom door, four-year-old Caleb was desperately holding in a giggle, wishing he could have seen the look on his Mommy’s face after playing his funny joke on her.



    [image: Vengeful Games]
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    Chicago, Illinois

  Autumn, 2008


    Although the interior of the house was black with night, Monica could have slinked her way upstairs and into their bedrooms eyes closed. She had been in their home—alone—several times already. Her job demanded this kind of tactile homework. She had to be perfect. Always. But it was never a burden. She loved her job. It was why she was so good.


    Monica never cared to know the reasons behind her assignments unless they were critical to the job. Reasons meant little to her. It could be a terrorist hiding in suburbia, or a school teacher having an affair. She didn’t care. It was the work itself she prized. Her first solo assignment at nineteen was carried out with the exactness of a veteran—her hand never shook, her movements never second-guessed.


    At the top of the landing, Monica made an immediate right into the boy’s bedroom. He was a freshman in high school. Five-foot nine. Scruffy brown hair. Skinny. She’d studied him on his way home from soccer practice. Every day after school until five. He walked home.


    Monica now stood over his sleeping body and withdrew a pistol from her leather bag. Teenagers were always so easy. They slept like the dead. The boy snored deeply, his mouth ajar. She smirked at the opportunity and placed the suppressor of her Glock into his mouth. The boy never opened his eyes, even when the two quiet thumps bounced his head and turned the back of his pillow red.


    Mom and dad were down the hall. She didn’t have to hurry with this one, and that was just fine by her. Quite often a job would require a quick in and out with little time to savor and enjoy. But with this one, she could (and would) secure the situation, and then take her time.


    She glided into the master bedroom, hung at the foot of the bed, watched their sleeping silhouettes. She felt the familiar tingle flutter its way down her spine until it made a pit-stop in her belly, swirling hot and bad, waiting for the chance to continue its exquisite journey south.


    Monica had once read that Adolph Hitler would often ejaculate while delivering passionate speeches to his minions. A crazy notion to most, but she understood the moment she’d read it. She desired sex as often (she assumed) as most women did, but achieving orgasm was near impossible no matter how earnest the man’s efforts may have been. But when an assignment like tonight’s allowed her to take her time? She was able to explode with ecstasy—multiple times.


    One poor fellow unknowingly volunteered to be her first successful effort at sexual gratification when Monica was only twenty-two. The young man was not an assignment, just another random penis stepping up to the plate in hopes of hitting one out of the park. Unfortunately, the man, despite his efforts, could not even manage a bunt, and in a desperate attempt for fulfillment, Monica—she on top, he still inside her—reached for one of her instruments (always hidden close by) and slashed his throat.


    Staring down at disbelieving eyes, a mouth gurgling red, and frantic clawing at a throat that no longer worked, she came instantly.


    Future sexual encounters of the same nature occurred, but they were infrequent. More sport than anything else. The job satiated her appetite with far greater satisfaction.


    And so now, just as the female subject (40, dirty-blonde hair, five-foot two, Pilates at twelve on Tuesdays and Thursdays) lifted her head off the pillow to likely obey the blind suspicion subjects sometimes had—the suspicion they were being watched—she did not receive two quick bullets like her son had. Instead she got a lightning-quick injection to the side of the neck that put her back into a deep sleep. The husband (42, brown hair, five-foot ten, work hours eight to six, happy hour with colleagues on Wednesdays and Fridays from six to eight) barely stirred, even when he received an injection of his own.


    Monica left the sedated couple, entered their bathroom and hit the light. Her reflection in the stretch of mirror above the dual sinks was exceptionally kind: dark, seductive eyes, full lips, healthy dark hair that usually bounced at the shoulder (now pulled back tight for job efficiency), and a body that defied the majority by being slim and tight in the usual trouble spots, full and firm in the oft-desired.


    These physical gifts were accentuated—and coveted by every female eye she passed—by a powerful and sophisticated aura, product of conditioning from years in the most elite of boarding schools. If she were wearing a power suit instead of the unassuming but apt attire needed for her current assignment, she could easily pass for a seven-figure knockout parading down Wall Street.


    Monica placed her leather bag on the sink, glanced into the bedroom at the couple, and felt the familiar tingle begin its feathery dance down her body. Now she would take her time.


    • • •


    Monica sat on the edge of the bed and lit a cigarette. Inhaling deep, she glanced over her shoulder, searching for the remote. It was on the nightstand next to the wife’s corpse.


    She stood, strolled past the chair that held the husband’s bound and mangled body, flicked an ash on his scalp, picked up the remote from the nightstand, and returned to her spot at the foot of the bed.


    Crossing her legs, she took a second drag, leaned back on her elbows, and blew a long stream into the air. She tweaked the toes of the dead woman next to her, then clicked on the television.


    The news was replaying a top story from a few days ago. The incident had caught her attention the night it aired, and she had given it a brief glance. Multiple murders in the sticks of western Pennsylvania. A place called Crescent Lake. Torture. Sick games. Something out of a movie, they had said.


    Now they apparently had the whole story.


    She turned up the volume and looked on with the casual eye of an athlete watching their own sport. She hoped this local station had the balls to air recordings of the aftermath. The breaking report she had witnessed days ago on assignment in New York had given her nothing but a woman with a bad dye-job blabbering in front of a cabin in Bumblefuck, Pennsylvania.


    For the moment, this one looked to be no different. Same bullshit drama in front of a cabin. A man reported this time, one with a bad toupee and capped teeth. He carried on as though auditioning for a Hollywood role.


    Four murdered … two men responsible … brothers … one of the brothers eventually killed in an act of self-defense … the other brother critically wounded and in custody.


    Her casual interest was waning.


    The reporter disappeared, and Monica was finally rewarded with a brief shot of a large black body bag being carried out of a cabin and into an ambulance.


    She rolled her eyes. Painfully unfulfilling. She took another drag of her cigarette and blew perfect smoke rings.


    Toupee returned for a brief moment to provide new details about the naughty brothers. And then, for the first time, their pictures—side by side headshots that took up the whole screen.


    Monica sprang upright, the remote falling from her hand, the battery casing breaking open as it hit the rug. She leaned forward and gawked at the screen. The brother on the left—the one they’d declared dead. He looked exactly like her.


    The finished cigarette burned her fingers and she cursed and dropped it. She quickly stubbed it out with her toe, pocketed the butt, pushed off the bed and rushed close to the screen. A lock of her thick, dark hair came free from her ponytail and fell over one eye. She slapped it away from her face as though it were a bug.


    The other brother, the one that was still alive and in custody, there was a resemblance there as well. And then she heard the word and her open mouth gaped wider.


    Adopted.


    Both brothers had been adopted. The pictures disappeared and she snatched at the screen as though she might be able to bring them back.


    Toupee stood in front of a lake now. More cabins rimmed the corners of the screen. If he had been auditioning for a Hollywood role before, he was now trying to take home the Oscar with his dramatic recap:


    “Once again, an idyllic autumn getaway becomes a nightmare for an innocent family, as two psychotic brothers subjected these unfortunate people to unspeakable horrors for their own sick amusement …”


    A photo of the family’s cabin, and then of an isolated house where apparently further atrocities took place.


    “… the family survived the brothers’ wrath, even fighting back and taking the life of one of the sadistic brothers in a heroic display of self-defense …”


    A solitary picture of the deceased brother now—the one that looked like her. Monica touched the screen, caressed his face.


    “The same cannot be said for the four victims here at Crescent Lake, whose lives were brutally snuffed out for unknowingly playing the role of obstacles in the sick games the brothers were orchestrating …”


    A repeat shot of the same black body bag being taken out of a cabin and into an ambulance. Her fingers fell from the screen, dropped to her side.


    “Ironically, it would later be known that one of the survivors of that night of horror was actually the adoptive mother of the two sadistic brothers. A widow, this elder woman, whose name is being withheld, was tragically unaware of the evil she was raising until it was too late. She too proved to be an obstacle, and is now in critical condition…”


    Toupee on his own again, in front of the lake, pouring it on.


    “What compels men to do such things? How does one develop the urge and ability to torture an innocent family for their own enjoyment? To slaughter four people without pity? Attempt to take the life of their own adoptive mother who, along with her now deceased husband, lovingly took these boys into their lives out of the pure goodness of their hearts … ?”


    The side by side headshots leapt forward again as the commentary continued. She caressed the screen with both hands this time, one for each.


    She knew. All those questions they were asking. The whys? The hows? She knew why. She knew how. God how she knew.


    Monica rushed towards her leather bag, fished out her cell, dialed.


    A male voice picked up on the first ring. “Code in.”


    “Neco. 8122765,” she said.


    “Waiting for voice authentication … clear. Everything okay?”


    “Fine. You can send the cleaner in an hour. I want you to check something for me first.”


    • • •


    Monica “Neco” Kemp hung up after ten minutes then dialed a second number. It rang twice.


    “What’s up, baby girl?” A male voice, deep and powerful.


    “I found them.”




    2


    The Western Pennsylvania Hospital

  Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania


    Two days later


    “Hey, Fannelli, are your hands clean?”


    Arty Fannelli ignored the officer. He’d learned over the past week that the officers assigned to him for the night shift could be chatty, and not in a how ’bout them Steelers? way. Day shift weren’t exactly benevolent watch dogs either, but at least they kept their noses in magazines most of the time.


    “Hey!” The officer snapped his fingers. “Earth to stupid! Are your hands clean?”


    “I’ve heard that one before, asshole; I’m not holding your dick for you while you piss. And don’t call me Fannelli …” Then, to himself more than the officer: “I don’t have a last name.”


    The officer stood and kicked the base of Arty’s bed, rocking it. “You better watch who you’re calling asshole, Fannelli. Wouldn’t want another ‘accident’ now, would we?”


    The officer strolled towards the bathroom, eyes fixed on Arty the whole way. He left the bathroom door open, dropped his pants, and slapped his bare ass for Arty while he took a leak.


    The hospital room door swung open, a nurse entered, and the officer quickly hiked up his pants. Arty smirked when he saw a quarter-sized stain on the front of the officer’s trousers. The officer caught the smirk and heightened his previous threat with a glare.


    “Medication time,” the nurse said.


    The officer grunted, took his seat next to the hospital bed, and lifted a Sports Illustrated up to his face.


    The nurse gave Arty his medication and did a quick check of his wounds. She was sure and methodical, neither rude nor friendly, despite her patient. Days ago, Arty would have made a lewd comment to the attractive nurse. However, recent knowledge about who Arty and his late brother truly were had changed all that, and the energy for such juvenile comments grew depleted; rage had siphoned it all.


    “How’s your pain?” she asked.


    Arty just nodded and the nurse left.


    The officer put his magazine down. “Let me ask you something, Fannelli. I heard that a woman kicked your brother’s ass. Is that true?” His grin was huge. “I heard she stabbed him in the fucking balls with one of those metal nail files.” The officer grabbed his own pair and winced. “What kind of pussy would let a woman do that to him?”


    Arty looked away and said nothing. This only spurred the officer on.


    “Why’d you shoot your mother, Fannelli? Was she kicking your ass too?”


    “She’s not my real mother,” Arty said to the wall.


    “Yeah, but you didn’t know that at the time, did you?” The officer started to chuckle as he spoke. “You thought she was your real mama. That was your whole big thing you kept babbling about when you got here, wasn’t it? You and your douche bag brother were born to nice people? Raised in their loving home? Yet both of you turned out to be psycho fruitcakes, so you thought that somehow made you special? Nature versus nurture and all that bullshit?”


    “Shut up.”


    The officer’s chuckling grew to soft laughter; he struggled finishing his sentences whole. “What … what was it you called yourselves? Exceptions … exceptions to the rule?”


    “Shut up.”


    “You thought … you thought you were gonna be placed in some cushy hospital so shrinks could study how diabolically unique you were? Like you were fucking Hannibal Lecter or something?” The officer put a hand to his mouth to stem further laughter. “So really … why did you shoot your mother, Fannelli?”


    “She’s not my real mother.”


    The officer continued, his laughter now back to periodic chuckling. “I know, I know …” He then shook his head, disappointed yet still amused, as if hearing about a great party he was forced to miss: “God, how I wish I could’ve been here when you found out. Your face must have been fucking gold.” He grinned. “But still—when you shot her, you thought she was your real mother. So what gives, Fannelli? Oh wait … you were ‘freeing her,’ weren’t you? Isn’t that what you told everyone? Poor mom’s suffering from dementia, and you think it best to ‘free her’ with a bullet to the chest?”


    Arty said nothing, kept his eyes on the wall.


    “What really happened, Fannelli? Did mommy find out what you and your naughty brother were up to, and take a paddle to ya? Did you end up having to fend off an old lady with a gun like the pussy you are? Come on Fannelli, tell the truth.”


    “I told you not to call me Fannelli.”


    “Right, right,” he mocked. “Such a touchy issue with you. So what should I call you then, Fannelli?”


    Arty finally looked at the officer. “I don’t know. What’s the name of the guy your wife is currently fucking?”


    The officer leapt from his seat and punched Arty in the face.


    • • •


    Monica Kemp put on a modest pair of horn rims with fake lenses, strolled into the Western Pennsylvania Hospital, and headed towards the east wing.


    Her attire for a registered nurse was spot-on: navy blue scrubs, ID badge, sneakers, hair pulled tight into a bun, fingernails clipped short, stethoscope around the neck. But these tangibles, while crucial, weren’t the deal-sealers that made her innocuous to the staff. It was her trained intangibles. She knew when to smile and when to look away. Who to speak to and who to avoid. And, in case of emergency, when to become a phantom and vanish. Most people spend their lives trying to be noticed. Monica Kemp was a master at being invisible.


    Her contacts had told her everything she needed to know. What floor he was on, shift rounding, medication schedules, and of course, where his adoptive mother was being treated.


    Maria Fannelli’s wounds that night had been critical. Sharing a hospital with the son who had tried to kill her was irrelevant to the EMTs on the scene—proximity was crucial if her life was to be saved. The nearby Western Pennsylvania Hospital would have no choice but to house both Arthur and Maria Fannelli.


    And that was just fine by Monica. Two birds, one stone.


    • • •


    Arty held one hand over his throbbing eye.


    “You’re lucky that’s all you got … fucking wise-ass.” The officer hoisted his belt and puffed out his chest.


    The door opened again, and the officer took his seat and picked up the Sports Illustrated.


    “Medication time,” the nurse said, making her way to Arty’s bedside.


    The officer put down the magazine. “Huh?”


    The nurse kept her back to the officer and repeated: “Medication time.”


    “He just got his medication a half hour ago.”


    The nurse glanced over her shoulder, barely giving a profile. “I have a STAT order from the doctor for a UTI.”


    “A what?”


    “UTI—urinary tract infection.”


    The officer shrugged and picked his magazine back up.


    The nurse handed Arty a small piece of tissue paper. “Take this.”


    Arty didn’t look at the nurse. He just frowned and took the tissue paper from her hand. There was writing on it, small but clear. The nurse removed her horn rims as Arty read:


    Read this quietly and know that what I write is true. People will suffer for your misfortune. I swear this to you on the same blood that runs through our veins. I am your sister. And before long we will have exacted a vengeance of unthinkable horror onto those who dared cross our family.


    Be patient, big brother; our time will come.


    Faithfully yours,

  Monica



    Arty’s frown was now sardonic. This note. A lame attempt at humor from the nursing staff no doubt. He finally looked up at the nurse, keen on crumpling the tissue paper, tossing it in her face, telling her to fuck off. Except what he saw robbed his lungs of even a gasp.


    Arty was looking at his own flesh and blood. Of this he was surer than the pulse that now hammered his chest. This woman could have been his dead brother’s twin.


    His breath returning, Arty went to speak, but Monica placed a hand over his mouth, took the delicate paper from him, and placed it gently between his lips.


    “Come on, take it,” she said, handing him a glass of water. “It’s for your own good.”


    Arty quickly chewed the tissue paper and chased it down with the glass of water.


    Monica smiled, leaned in to fluff his pillow, whispered: “I’ll be on the telemetry unit in a few moments. I believe Maria Fannelli is being cared for there. How would you like me to handle that?” She stood upright and stared at him.


    Arty smiled genuinely for the first time in days. Monica smiled back, nodded once, and then left the room.


    Arty began whistling a tune.


    “Shut the fuck up,” the officer said.


    Arty smiled genuinely again. “Yes, sir.”


    • • •


    As she exited, Monica winked at the young officer seated outside her brother’s room. He blushed, smiled sheepishly, and quickly looked away.


    Fish in a fucking barrel, she thought, putting the horn rims back on and heading towards the telemetry unit.


    • • •


    Monica stood next to Maria Fannelli’s bed. The room was dark and quiet save for the consistent beeps of Maria’s heart that see-sawed white lines on the monitor’s black screen.


    The woman’s eyes were closed, her mouth open a crack, the occasional snore flapping from her throat. An IV snaked its way out of her arm and attached itself to a free standing infusion pump on the side of the bed where Monica stood.


    Monica wanted to wake her. Wanted the woman to know what was about to happen. She wanted to savor it; look deep into this woman’s eyes and watch the life drain from them. After all, this was something new—the first step in their path to vengeance. Who knew what ecstasies it might bring?


    But alas, this could not be one of those times. Years of discipline extinguished such blissful thoughts, and self-preservation immediately took hold. She was not in someone’s home where she could take her time.


    Monica snapped on a pair of latex gloves, hit stop on the infusion pump, withdrew a syringe from her pocket, took hold of the intravenous port, and administered an IV push: a lethal and undetectable injection of potassium into Maria Fannelli’s vein.


    • • •


    Monica was halfway down the hall when she looked over her shoulder and spotted a young woman from the nurse’s station hurry into Maria Fannelli’s room—no doubt hoping that the one of many monitors she was observing was simply incorrect, and that Mrs. Fannelli had not flat-lined. The last thing Monica heard before she exited the hospital was the commotion surrounding the Code Blue that had just been called.


    Upon reaching her car, Monica paused, lit a cigarette, and blew a long satisfying plume into the dark autumn sky. “Resuscitation is futile,” she smirked. “That bitch is dead.”


    She entered her car and drove off without suspicion.


    • • •


    Arty was asleep when the doctor entered the room. The officer on duty was fighting off sleep himself, periodically dropping his head into his chest before it would pop up suddenly as though someone had startled him. When the doctor entered the room, he hopped to his feet and made a subtle attempt at wiping the sleep from his eyes.


    “Mr. Fannelli,” the doctor said.


    Arty didn’t stir.


    “Mr. Fannelli,” the doctor repeated.


    Arty spoke without opening his eyes. “Don’t call me Fannelli.”


    The doctor exchanged looks with the officer. The officer shrugged.


    “I thought you should know,” the doctor continued, obviously deciding to forgo a second guess at an acceptable moniker, “that your mother has succumbed to her injuries. There was nothing we could do.”


    The doctor left the room.


    “Bra-vo, Fannelli,” the officer said, clapping slowly. “Your mother’s dead … and you killed her. I’d say that just about puts the last nail in your coffin, wouldn’t you?”


    Despite the pain it caused his wounds, Arty rolled away from the officer and lay on his side.


    The officer grinned and took his seat again. “What’s wrong, Fannelli? You gonna cry?”


    Truth be told, Arty was trying not to laugh.




    3


    The Alaskan Wilderness


    One week later


    John Brooks watched the homeless man devour the bowl of stew at his kitchen table. “Good?” John asked.


    The homeless man lifted his head, stew dripping from his mangy beard, and smiled like a child eating ice cream.


    John smiled back. “It’s one of my specialties. Snowshoe hare and fox. Can’t get along out there—” He pointed out his cabin window “—but put ’em together in a pot with some veggies and they get along just fine, don’t they?”


    The man lifted his head and smiled again, wider this time. His front teeth were gone.


    “More?” John asked when he noticed the man had now abandoned his spoon and begun scraping the inside of the bowl with his fingers in order to sop up every last morsel.


    The man licked his fingers and handed the bowl to John. “Yes—please.”


    John took the bowl to a small white stove in the corner. Simmering on one of the burners was the black pot that held his specialty. He ladled two big helpings into the man’s bowl and placed it before him again.


    The man’s appetite, strong as it was, had not completely vanquished his courtesy. Even as the steaming bowl sat beneath his runny nose, he managed polite small talk before diving into his second helping. “So you live all the way out here by yourself?”


    “That’s right.”


    The man chewed, swallowed, burped into his fist, then dug in again. “Year long?”


    “Pretty much,” John said. “Unless I’m working.”


    The man took a mouthful bigger than he could handle, and after a few noble attempts of getting it all down at once, resorted to pulling a chewed hunk of rabbit from his mouth and placing it back in his bowl. “What do you do?”


    “Hunter.”


    The man kept his eyes on his food as he spoke. “So then what brought you all the way into town today? You need ammo or traps or something?”


    John smiled. His black eyes sparkled. Softly, he said, “No.”


    For a man as physically imposing as he was, John Brooks could play the big teddy bear when he wanted—embodying a serenity that seemed to oppose the hardened edges of his rough but handsome face; a physique that suggested he bench-pressed oak trees and dead-lifted boulders.


    The homeless man finished a mouthful of stew and made eye contact with his host. “So what were you in town for then?” he asked.


    John smiled again—the same accommodating smile he’d flashed for his guest when first leaning to his right and opening the passenger door back in town. “Call it an urge,” he said.


    The man shrugged and went back to his stew.


    John went to the window. The sun was strong, reflecting off the snow and ice covering the earth. John squinted through the glare and looked further out. He saw that even dim, congested areas of forest were pierced with light in various spots. “Perfect,” he whispered. The lighting was perfect. Perfect now.


    John turned back towards the man. “How you coming along?”


    Smiling, the man held up and displayed his empty bowl, and once again John likened him to a child.


    “Excellent,” John said. “Feel good?”


    The man nodded.


    “Feel strong?”


    The man nodded.


    “Energetic?”


    The man paused, his smile now more polite than genuine, and nodded again.


    “Think you can give me my money’s worth?”


    No nod this time. Just a quizzical face. “What do you mean?”


    John reached into his pocket and pulled out a stopwatch. He pressed a few buttons and placed it on the kitchen table in front of the man. The watch was set for ten minutes.


    “That’s how much of a head start I’m going to give you,” John said. He reached forward and pushed a final button. There was a faint beep, and the stopwatch began its countdown.


    The man looked up at John. “I—I don’t understand …”


    John didn’t reply. He walked to his gun rack fixed next to the mounted head of a grizzly bear, considered his selection, then chose his custom-built Remington.


    “Mister, what are you … what are you doing?”


    John stayed quiet, but found it impossible to fend off a small smile as he began loading the rifle.


    “Are you … taking me hunting with you?” the man asked, eyes fixed on the Remington.


    John laughed softly and shook his head. The tranquil demeanor, despite his rough exterior, was still there, but the eyes … the eyes were different now. Intense arousal had dilated his pupils to an extreme, making them more akin to the black marble eyes of the grizzly on his wall. Akin and relevant: both were lethal predators.


    John slid the bolt on the chambered round, brought the rifle to his chest and asked: “How much time you got?”


    The man stuttered, producing nothing but quick, frenetic breaths. His eyes volleyed back and forth between John’s face and the Remington. Wet stew still hung from the beard surrounding his open mouth, his filthy layers of clothing unable to hide the shakes of his body.


    Rifle still in both hands, John poked his chin towards the stopwatch on the table. “How much time?” he asked again.


    The man looked fast. “Seven—says seven minutes.”


    John booted the man from his chair, sending him hard to the wooden floor.


    The homeless man stared up helplessly at his once-generous host. He stared at the now lustful grin that was close to leaking. He stared at the blackest of eyes that were useless windows to a soul that didn’t exist. He stared at it all, unable to look away, his face contorted, frozen—an effigy of absolute fear.


    And John rejoiced. He laughed, wiped his mouth, and pointed the rifle towards the front door. “You better get a move on, sport.”


    • • •


    The homeless man darted through the Alaskan wilderness, his frantic lungs machine-gunning clouds of breath. Branches smacked and sliced his face, the dense underbrush like cruel wooden hands trying to snatch an ankle, making him stumble more than once.


    Calls for help were futile in the desolate environment; he knew that, but it didn’t stop panic from shunning reason and trying all the same. So he cried out. A bullet answered just above his head. It thumped into the large spruce behind him, splintering the bark and producing a hole the size of a dime.


    Two more shots thumped into the girth of the spruce, one on each side of his head—a perfect triangle if one connected the dots.


    He screeched like a wild bird and dropped to his stomach, eyes closed tight, cheek and body pressed hard to the earth in hopes of somehow sinking into it for cover.


    The evil man had missed him on purpose; he knew this fact to be as sure as the ice and snow that was now biting into his cheek and ear. He was being toyed with. The stopwatch, the head start, it was for the evil man’s own amusement, not some race against the clock where life was the prize should he outlast his pursuer. Death was not a possibility; it was a certainty. It was all just a matter of when.


    And so there, pressed flat on his belly in the freezing underbrush, he gave up and began to cry.


    • • •


    One hundred yards away, through the custom scope of his Remington, John Brooks watched the man resign and begin to sob. The image was satisfying, but at the same time disappointing. Tears of dread were always nice—but giving up? Accepting fate? What the fuck kind of pussy shit was this? Perhaps some pain would inspire his prey and resume the chase.


    John steadied the Remington, peered through the scope, held his breath.


    • • •


    A distant boom. The instantaneous whistle of a bullet slicing air. And then a wet thump that carried an explosion of searing pain into the homeless man’s leg. He rolled to one side and gripped the wound, his hands coming away a mess of wet red.


    Yes, the evil man was toying with him. Yes, he intended to kill him. But apparently he had no intention of doing it quickly.


    The homeless man struggled to his feet, his leg producing a wave of agony unparalleled to that of anything he had ever encountered during his hardships as a transient. He hobbled through the snow, leaving a thick dotted trail of blood behind him. His tears had stopped for now; the pain of the wound had ironically stemmed them.


    The man’s destination was unknown. He was simply buying himself minutes before he was ultimately murdered, and he knew that. Was that a purchase he really wanted? Yes. He had accepted fate earlier and had paid an excruciating price—his leg was now a throbbing log of useless meat.


    Inevitable fate be damned, he was going to try. Try and succeed. Disappear in the forest. Lay low until it was safe, no matter how long it took. He was a homeless man living in Alaska for Christ’s sake; he could endure the elements. And when it was safe he would find a way back to town. Go to the police. Tell them about the evil man. Beg them to listen for once. Yes—he would go to the police, and the evil man would be punished. Yes … yes, that’s what he’d do.


    The homeless man hobbled with a purpose towards a thick mass of pines.


    • • •


    John was pleased. His shot to the man’s leg had done its job and restarted the game—sort of. Likely, the shot had hit the femoral artery on the man’s leg, and if he managed to hide for the remainder, the man would slowly bleed to death somewhere—the equivalent of fucking for hours without coming, John thought. He could never allow such a thing. He would rather come quick and accept some joy than cope with such an excruciating disappointment.


    So let’s just go for the headshot and call it a day, shall we? After all, the man’s terrified expression in the cabin would sustain him for a little while. And the girlish screech followed by the cowardly sobbing was kind of funny the more he thought about it. Nothing great, but it was something.


    John waited patiently for the man to finally stop and catch his breath. He was deep into a mess of pines, almost assuredly invisible to anyone looking from afar, but from the custom scope on his Remington, John felt he could reach out and tickle the man’s chin.


    John smiled. Zeroed in on the man’s head. Aimed between the eyes. Held his breath. And then watched the homeless man’s head snap backwards, spraying the pines behind with red chunks before his body crumbled to the ground.


    Except John never pulled the trigger.


    He turned fast over his shoulder, the echo of the mystery bullet still reverberating throughout the forest. Monica Kemp stood ten yards away, her own custom-built Remington gripped tight in both hands.


    “Hi, Dad,” she said with a smirk.


    John grinned and placed his rifle on the ground. He went in for the hug. “How’s my baby girl?”


    • • •


    Monica sat at her father’s kitchen table. She kept her heavy wool coat on. “It’s freezing in here, Dad. How do you stand it?”


    John placed a hot bowl of stew in front of his daughter. “Getting soft on me are you?”


    She pushed the bowl away. “Thank you, but I think I’ll pass on your critter stew. God knows what’s in it.”


    John took the bowl away and dumped it back into the pot. “Well then what can I get you, your majesty?”


    “Coffee would be nice.”


    John went to work in the cubicle of metal and mess he called a kitchen. “It’s going to have to be instant.”


    “As long as it’s hot.”


    He filled a pot of water, lit a burner, set the pot on the stove. “It’ll be a few minutes.”


    Monica took out a cigarette and lit it. “What’s going to happen to your little buddy you were playing hide and seek with?”


    John took an ashtray from one of his cupboards and placed it in front of his daughter. “The wildlife will have a snack to look forward to. Circle of life, kiddo. One of the bonuses of living out here.”


    “What about the bones?”


    “The bones will take care of themselves. Worse comes to worst I’ll pick them up myself in a week or so.” He took the jar of instant from the cupboard. “So tell me about Pittsburgh.”


    Monica took a pull from her cigarette, blew a thick stream of smoke into the air and gestured towards it. “Air looks like that. Worse than L.A.”


    He waived the smoke away. “And yet you voluntarily inhale the shit.”


    The pot started to boil and John turned away for a moment to prepare the coffee. Finished, he turned back and placed it in front of her.


    She took a sip and cringed. “Fucking hell, Dad.”


    “Sorry, I’m afraid my espresso machine is in the shop.” He set a small bowl of sugar on the table that she waved off. “All that money and travel has turned you into a snob.”


    She smiled. “A snob who got the drop on you a few minutes ago.”


    “You don’t think I knew you were there?”


    “I know you didn’t know I was there. You’re getting old, Dad.”


    “Old, my ass.” John took off his flannel, rolled up his short-sleeve, and flexed a cannonball bicep.


    Monica feigned childish awe. “Daddy is so strong.”


    John frowned and muttered, put the flannel back on, then picked up her modified Remington resting against the table. “Jesus, look at this thing. It looks like a goddamned M40A3. Could hit a fucking beetle in Anchorage with this thing.” He gave her a curious look. “I know you didn’t get this from a Marine …”


    She batted her eyes and waved both hands towards her chest. “Don’t underestimate a perfect pair of tits, Dad.”


    “What the hell’s wrong with you? You don’t say shit like that to your father.”


    She brought the coffee mug to her lips to hide her complacent smile. “Sorry.”


    “Pittsburgh,” he said.


    She took a sip, set the mug down. “I established contact at the hospital. He was shocked at first, but I gained his trust quickly. He gave me the thumbs up to finish off the adoptive mother. She’s very dead.”


    He smiled, nodded, and took a seat across from her. “How’d he look?”


    “Weary. He was stabbed a lot; it looked like much of the fight had gone out of him. I think seeing me might have ignited a spark though. And I’m sure knowing his fake mom is dead certainly won’t hurt his mood.”


    “You weren’t spotted by anyone?”


    Monica pursed her lips and frowned.


    John held up a hand in apology.


    Monica took a final drag of her cigarette then swirled the glowing tip into the ashtray until it was dead. “How do you want to play things for now?”


    John’s face fell grim. He hung his head for a moment before lifting it. “We’re sure the other is … ?”


    Monica nodded, equally sullen. “He was killed that night. His name was James.”


    The father nodded. He took another moment before saying: “Arthur and James, huh?”


    “Was that our mother’s idea?”


    “Who the fuck knows? Doubt it. My guess is that it was the adoptive parents. Your mother probably would have named them Jack and Daniels. Named you Meth or something.” He spit on the floor. “Good riddance, bitch.”


    “What would you have named us?” Monica asked. She looked sincere in the inquiry.


    He shrugged. “Don’t know. Every time I’d come home on leave, another one of you was gone. Don’t know why I kept fucking her. Guess you spend so much time fucking Asian pussy, you start to crave some good old American poontang, no matter how fucked up they might be.”


    “Nice way to talk to your daughter, Dad.”


    “Getting even for the ‘tits’ thing.” He rocked in his chair. “Either way, you hit the fucking lottery with that family that snatched you up. It’s like you’re a goddamned Kennedy or something. And I like the name Monica. It suits you.”


    “So are we going to be calling him Arthur then?”


    “Up to him I guess.”


    Monica stayed quiet and sipped her coffee.


    “So what are you telling the Kennedys you do for a living these days?” John asked.


    “International banker. Lets me travel on assignment without suspicion; keeps their lofty status in tact. You know—brilliant, wealthy daughter traveling the world and all.”


    He beamed. Monica had tracked down John when she was only fifteen and still in prep school. Summer vacations allegedly spent in the Hamptons with a classmate’s family, winter vacations skiing with friends in Aspen, spring breaks in Tortolla—all time spent with John, learning, training, following and obeying the deadly impulse that was ingrained in their bloodline. On her eighteenth birthday, when most women were blowing out candles, Monica blew a hole in her first human head from fifty yards away. They even stuck a candle in the hole afterwards, laughing hysterically when the man’s hair eventually caught fire.


    “Why are you looking at me like that?” she said.


    “Like what?” His beam became a grin.


    “Like the cat with the cream.”


    “I can’t admire the product of my tutelage?”


    “Oh get off your high horse, old man. My education didn’t exactly stop with you, ya know. Maybe one day you’ll let me introduce you to the twenty-first century.”


    He barked a laugh. “Thanks, but I think I’ll leave all the geek shit to you. My education stopped at Donkey Kong and Pac-Man.”


    “Shame—you’d get hard over something like Call of Duty.”


    “There you go with that fucking mouth again.”


    She grinned. He frowned. And then neither grinned nor frowned; their faces fell into somber masks of rumination, the subject of that rumination instantly shared when they eventually locked eyes.


    “They were off the radar, Dad. Even if that fucking family and their doctor hadn’t buried the adoption—and believe me, I dug—it’s obvious Arthur and James inherited our control; they would have avoided the limelight. Only pathetic serial killers want to be caught so they can have their fifteen minutes. James went out on his shield.”


    John nodded once, stood, and walked towards his kitchen window. He gazed outside, the now-setting sun reflecting in his unblinking eyes, his mind lost in a fantasy of things to come. He spoke in a low, dreamy tone—a haunted voice emanating from deep within the darkest chamber of his core. “It’s time to bring Arthur home. Let him know what real family is all about … what we’re truly capable of …”


    “We will,” Monica said. “We just have to be patient, Dad.”


    He nodded slowly, still unblinking out the kitchen window, still seeing nothing but the fantasy.


    “In the meantime, I’ll start gathering the necessary intel,” she said. “We want to wait for things to die down some anyway. Everything is too raw now. Too acute. We want to wait until they feel some measure of safety again. As if things might finally be getting better.” She licked her lips. “That’s when you and I start to play.”


    John turned from the window and looked at his daughter; his pupils were his whole eyes. “Before this is all over … they’ll be praying for death.”


    Monica licked her lips again. “Yes they will.”




    4


    Valley Forge, Pennsylvania


    Three months later


    The Lambert family had survived hell. Not only survived, but managed to kill one of their two evil captors.


    James “Jim” Fannelli was dead.


    Arthur “Arty” Fannelli, however, was alive, but had been severely wounded during the ordeal, and was now in custody of the Allegheny County Police in Pittsburgh, awaiting trial.


    Patrick and Amy Lambert, along with their two children, Carrie and Caleb, did not come away unscathed. Patrick had been badly beaten and stabbed, and Amy had been shot in the chest from close range. And then there was the psychological damage, to which the toll seemed unforgiving.


    Immediate counseling for quiet suburbanites like the Lamberts after such torment was strongly recommended, and, when offered, Patrick made one of the doctors laugh when he said it was like asking a sailor if he wanted to get laid after being away at sea.


    So for the three months that followed the harrowing incidents surrounding Crescent Lake, the family had been attending frequent sessions with a psychologist.


    To the surprise of no one, things were shaky from the start. Dr. Janet Stone explained that their psychological trauma would assuredly hit peaks and valleys for awhile, but in time the bad memories would become just that—memories. A thing of the past to which the old chestnut rang true: Take it one day at a time until each passing day carries less impact than the last. Even seven-year-old Carrie, who had been plagued with nightmares from day one, would soon follow suit, Dr. Stone assured—youth was on the little girl’s side.


    This logic proved especially true for four-year-old Caleb. The incident seemed a lost memory a mere week after arriving home. It was almost as if the boy had never been subjected to such horrors in the first place. That was until he put more than a dozen thumb tacks into Amy’s slipper one night, tearing her foot to shreds. A joke little Caleb thought Mommy would find amusing. She did not. A particular child psychologist referred by Dr. Stone was immediately contacted. Caleb Lambert’s appointment was scheduled for 7 P.M.




    5


    Dr. Bogan initially wanted to speak to Caleb with his parents in attendance. Carrie was in an adjoining room being entertained by the doctor’s wife with an array of books and toys.


    The first half of the session (Caleb seated on his mother’s lap, her stroking his fuzzy brown head of hair) had nothing to do with the events surrounding Crescent Lake. It consisted of the doctor asking the Lamberts fundamental questions in regards to milestones achieved by their son during his developmental years, in addition to behavioral patterns in his daily life.


    Amy and Patrick answered frank and with zero hesitation; they were in fact, somewhat proud as they sensed that each answer they provided was almost assuredly positive:


    No—there were no abnormalities before, during, or after childbirth.


    No—our son did not suffer any head trauma at any time throughout his life.


    Yes—our son walked when he was expected to, spoke when expected to, and no, our son never wet his bed; he was actually potty trained in less than a week at the age of two.


    A few more questions:


    Cruelty to animals?


    No way.


    Unusual signs of aggression?


    Nope.


    Poor impulse control?


    No, sir.


    Irritable temperament?


    Quite the opposite.


    Lack of empathy towards others?


    Again, quite the opposite.


    Dr. Bogan closed one notebook and retrieved a second. He then asked Amy and Patrick if he could speak to Caleb alone. The Lamberts hugged their son, told him they loved him, then joined Carrie and Mrs. Bogan in the neighboring room.


    • • •


    Although acquaintances with Dr. Stone, it was not uncommon for Dr. Bogan to receive referrals from doctors he had never met. He was that good.


    Dr. Bogan believed that working with children was a special craft; the younger the child, the more subtle the approach. If the doctor cozied up to the child with sunshine eyes and a syrupy tone, the child would likely shrink further into his or her shell, only poking their head out once the blatant bastard had disappeared. And while his peers sometimes scoffed at the notion that children of such an early age were capable of identifying—and therefore rejecting—such deliberate behaviors in adults, the good doctor liked to remind them that children often cried when they sat on Santa’s lap, even with their parents close by.


    And so now, alone with the boy, Dr. Bogan had but one thing he wanted clarified. Caleb had already stated that he put thumb tacks into Amy’s slipper because he thought his mother would find the prank amusing. What Dr. Bogan wanted to know was if Caleb, after bearing witness to the brutal games orchestrated and enjoyed by two grown men (despite any anguish it caused his family), did what he did because of his age, and thus, his inability to understand the ramifications of physical humor? Or did the boy, perhaps already armed with the terrifying ability to exhibit convincing deception, injure his mother because there was a part of his fledgling mind where a sinister need festered … and Caleb himself thought the prank would be amusing?


    The former seemed likely; the latter frightening.


    • • •


    The session was over. Dr. Bogan opened the door to the adjoining room. Caleb walked past the doctor and made a bee-line towards his mother who stood talking to Mrs. Bogan. Patrick sat on the floor reading a book to Carrie, her head on his lap.


    Amy instantly leaned down, kissed and hugged her son. Patrick told Carrie to sit up, then got to his feet. Both parents looked at the doctor. He smiled and gestured for them to follow him into his office.


    • • •


    Dr. Bogan is short and exceptionally thin. His bald head appears disproportionately large above the skinny neck that supports it. Yet it took less than five minutes in the man’s presence before Patrick realized that Dr. Bogan was a titan. His insight seemed capable of demoting even the most advanced text to amateur status, and is contained within a calm, assured manner without the slightest hint of arrogance.


    Despite his considerable size, Patrick soon felt the smaller of the two men, but never once felt threatened by this revelation. It only added to Patrick’s admiration for the man—he was brilliant, and without a condescending bone in his body.


    “Caleb is just fine,” said Dr. Bogan, not one to practice the oblique approach, the moment they were all seated. “I’d still like a few follow-up sessions if that’s okay, but other than borrowing the car and paying for college, I’d say you have little to worry about in the years to come.”


    The doctor’s levity was unexpected but appreciated. Both Amy and Patrick sunk into the sofa and simultaneously exhaled.


    Dr. Bogan smiled across from them, legs folded, notebook on his lap.


    Amy and Patrick then exchanged looks. Amy started. “So why did my son do what he did?”


    “You already know that—he thought you would find it funny,” Dr. Bogan said.


    “Yeah, but … how could he think such a thing?”


    “Because he saw two men enjoying themselves while they were tormenting you both.”


    Patrick stuttered, his eyes becoming confused slits, trying to comprehend. “But, they were—they were hurting us. He saw that. He was crying because of it.”


    Dr. Bogan shook his head. “Caleb is too young to comprehend what actually transpired at Crescent Lake. He is still in the ego-centric phase of his development. That means it’s difficult for him to see something from anyone’s perspective but his own. It’s not a bad thing; we all go through it.”


    “But if he saw his mother and father hurt and crying … ” Amy said.


    “He was crying because you were crying. Because Carrie was crying. It had nothing to do with the physical abuse you were enduring. Caleb doesn’t understand right from wrong when it comes to such things. He will, but right now he doesn’t. He was sad because his mom was sad. In his mind, the terrible actions he witnessed by those two men were completely unrelated.”


    Patrick was stiff, upright. “I’m sorry, but that doesn’t make sense to me.”


    “You’re not a four-year-old child, Mr. Lambert. Your brain is fully developed. You know that when the cartoon coyote is flattened with an anvil one minute, then alive and chasing the road runner the very next, that it’s all fantasy. You know such a thing couldn’t occur in real life.”


    “Caleb knows that cartoons aren’t real,” Amy said.


    “I’m sure. And it was only an analogy. I don’t need to tell you, however, that what Caleb witnessed that night was no cartoon.”


    Amy and Patrick fell silent.


    Patrick eventually said, “It’s just so tough to swallow.”


    Dr. Bogan said, “You stated that your daughter’s been suffering from nightmares ever since you returned home from the lake.”


    “That’s right.”


    “Yet Caleb’s been okay.”


    “Yes.”


    “You and Amy have not been okay.”


    The couple snorted in agreement.


    “Yet I’m willing to bet you’ve let Caleb believe that you were okay. Would I be correct in that assumption?”


    Another bout of silence before Patrick said, “Yes.”


    “That’s why your son is sleeping through the night and puttering around as if all is well. He thinks you’re well. In his mind, what happened three months ago had no lasting effect on his mother and father whatsoever. You were flattened by the anvil but ready to chase the road runner as soon as you got back home.”


    Dr. Bogan closed his notebook, uncrossed his legs and leaned forward. “Now— your daughter just turned seven. She has a stronger understanding as to what was happening during the ordeal near the lake. It’s why she’s plagued with nightmares.”


    “So our behavior towards our son has actually been detrimental? It led to him putting tacks inside my slipper?” Amy asked.


    “No—absolutely not. Even if you sat Caleb down and explained everything to him, it would be exceptionally hard for him to comprehend.” Dr. Bogan thumbed his wedding ring and took a breath. “Caleb wanted to play a joke on his mommy. He wanted to make her laugh. He remembered how much the two men enjoyed themselves doing the things they did. In an ironic sort of way—as is typical with sociopaths—the two who assaulted you never grew out of their ego-centric phase; they see with a similar pair of eyes as your son currently does.”


    “Saw,” Patrick said absolutely. “They saw.”


    Dr. Bogan closed his eyes and held up a hand: a silent apology for a comparison that, while apt, was still too recent. He waited a tick.


    “There’s nothing wrong with your son, Mr. and Mrs. Lambert. We had a good talk. He’s a wonderful child. He had no idea he was hurting you, Mrs. Lambert. He may have suspected the joke was naughty … but he truly believed you would end up unharmed. He believed you’d find humor in the prank. Had he known—for one second—that he might have been harming his mother, he never would have left his bedroom that night. I’m sure of this.”


    Amy managed a weak smile.


    Patrick’s mind started churning—there was something relevant he wanted to voice, but he had lost it, and couldn’t snatch it back. His face misted over into a daze as he tried to remember, the elusive thought taunting his mind like a song he couldn’t place. And then all at once it came together, and his face bounced back to life. He turned to Amy and blurted: “The ‘bastard’ incident.”


    Amy turned to her husband, startled. A lock of her brown hair fell over her face. “What?”


    “When I was little … the ‘bastard’ incident … with my mom.”


    Amy wiped the lock of hair out of her face. “What does that have to do with anything?”


    Dr. Bogan wore a curious smile as he spoke up. “Do you mind if I ask?”


    “It’s nothing,” Amy said. “It’s a silly story he likes to tell at parties.”


    “But don’t you see its relevance here, baby?”


    Amy sighed. “You just want an excuse to tell one of your corny stories.”


    He slapped her thigh lightly and she slapped his hard. Had it been under different circumstances, he would have squeezed her leg, made her scream, and then kissed her to death. And she would have laughed wildly while trying to fend him off.


    Make no mistake, Amy and Patrick Lambert were soul mates. As crazy as it might sound to others, their survival at Crescent Lake had made their love that much stronger. But Dr. Bogan’s office was not the place for a full-on affection assault, and the subject matter concerning their son (despite the doctor’s good news that he was not a budding Jeffrey Dahmer) was hardly the appropriate mood. Their mutual love—seemingly with its own mind—recognized this and adjusted their school-yard affection accordingly.


    “It definitely wasn’t funny at the time,” Patrick said to Amy. “But now it kinda is. And I think it might be relevant to what Dr. Bogan was just saying.”


    Amy looked at her husband. His face was suddenly serious, a rarity for someone of Patrick’s genial ilk. Her exasperated look faded into a sober one of her own. She understood.


    Dr. Bogan leaned forward in his chair, still smiling.


    “I was five,” Patrick said. “My parents were having a party and I was up late. You know it’s funny—when they’re sober, adults would find a five-year-old bumping into their knees a nuisance. But when they’re drunk, well, suddenly you’re entertainment; they can’t get enough of you. You know: ‘Isn’t he a cute kid?’ ‘He’s getting so big.’ ‘Say something funny, little man.’ ‘Here, you want a sip? I won’t tell.’”


    Dr. Bogan smiled knowingly.


    “So there I am, loving the attention, listening to a couple above me when I hear the word ‘bastard’ for the first time. I remember the woman instantly slapping the man on his chest, looking down at me, and then giggling. He laughed too. Something inside me knew I had just heard a bad word, and I guess my face showed it, because to cover his tracks, the man quickly bent forward and told me that the word was no big deal; it wasn’t a swear. It just meant a person without a father.


    “So, I now had a funny new word in my arsenal … and I had the perfect person to test it on. My mother. Why?” He took a deep breath. “She didn’t have a father anymore. My grandfather had died from a massive stroke two months prior.”


    Patrick took a second pained breath, then let it out slow as he said, “So, I marched right up to my mother—and about ten or twelve of her friends—and proudly announced: ‘Isn’t my mother a bastard?’”


    Dr. Bogan gave a sympathetic grimace, like one man telling another about a time he was kicked in the balls.


    Patrick continued. “Of course everyone’s mouth fell open. My father looked like he wanted to punt me across the room. But not my mom. She didn’t yell, she didn’t cry, and she didn’t hit me. She simply said: ‘Patrick, Mommy’s father is gone. You know that. And now you’ve made Mommy very sad.’ And then she walked out of the room and went upstairs.


    “That was thirty-three years ago, and I can still see the hurt look on her face. Sure, I was an ignorant five-year-old kid, and sure my mom and I can joke about it now, but at the time I was so confused. I was certain my idea of calling her a bastard was the thing to do. But she was so hurt …” His voice went soft. “All I can remember, in retrospect, of course, was not knowing any better. Like I had a new toy that I wanted to show off. I couldn’t see how it could affect my mother as badly as it did.” He snorted and added: “A part of me thought she might even be proud of me for learning a new word.”


    Dr. Bogan finally spoke. “And yet you couldn’t see anyone’s perspective but your own.”


    “Right.”


    “You knew your mother had recently lost her father.”


    “Yes.”


    “I assume she cried over it?”


    “Yes.”


    “You saw her upset, in pain.”


    “Yes.”


    “The wound was still very raw. Only two months had passed since your grandfather had died?”


    “Yes.”


    “And yet you still called her a bastard even after discovering what it meant.”


    A pause, and then: “Yes.”


    “You’re not at fault for what you did, Patrick …” Bogan shrugged and gave a soft smile. “And neither is Caleb. The two of you were just too young to understand the consequences of your actions. There was no foresight, no insight—there was only you. The fact that thirty-three years later you still feel remorse tells me a lot about who you are. And the fact that Caleb cried relentlessly after finding out that he’d actually hurt his mother tells me a lot about your son.


    “I think that was an exceptionally relevant anecdote, Patrick. Thanks for sharing it.”


    Patrick sighed, smiled, then nudged Amy. “See? My corny stories can be helpful.”


    She nudged back harder. “Even a broken clock is right twice a day.”


    Dr. Bogan smiled at their banter then added: “Who knows? Perhaps the day will come when Caleb is grown, and you can all share these anecdotes with a modicum of humor.”


    Patrick said, “If I know my wife, she’ll be looking forward to the day when Caleb is grown so she can plan her revenge.”


    Amy snorted, bent forward and rubbed her injured foot. “Amen.”


    Dr. Bogan laughed for the first time since they’d arrived.




    6


    The five minute ride home from Dr. Bogan’s office had started quietly. Patrick and Amy were digesting the recent session. Caleb had been through enough for one evening and was a yawning machine, but Carrie, whose inquisitive nature was blunt and gunslinger-quick, was not about to finish the short trip home without having her say.


    “So why did Caleb hurt Mommy?”


    Caleb looked at his sister. The question had pulled the plug on the yawn machine, and he looked ready to cry.


    “Carrie,” Amy said.


    Her mother’s sharp tongue was a minor roadblock, so Carrie opted to take the detour right to the source. “Why did you hurt Mommy?” she asked her little brother.


    Caleb started to cry.


    “Carrie!” Amy yelled.


    “You made her foot bleed,” Carrie said.


    Caleb cried harder.


    Amy unbuckled her seat belt, turned, and started rubbing Caleb’s legs. His head was down and his shoulders bounced with each sob. “It’s okay, sweetie, Mommy’s not angry with you—I promise.” She looked at Carrie. “Carrie, I told you, your father and I would discuss this with you when we got home. All you’re doing now is upsetting your brother.”


    Carrie’s head volleyed from Caleb to her mother, confused. “Why are you yelling at me? I didn’t hurt you.”


    “Caleb didn’t know he was hurting me. And that’s all you need to know for now, got it?”


    Carrie glared at Caleb. His head was still down, shoulders still bouncing. Tears had wet his cheeks and a line of snot was headed towards his mouth. “You didn’t know? That’s dumb.”


    Amy took a Kleenex from her purse and caught the snot before it touched Caleb’s lips. She then folded the tissue in half and sopped up his tears. “Carrie, this is the last time I’m going to tell you: If you want your father and I to talk to you about what happened at the doctor’s tonight, you will stop harassing your brother, do you understand me?”


    Carrie huffed and folded her arms.


    “Thank you,” Amy said. She turned back around and re-fastened her seatbelt.


    • • •


    As Patrick pulled the silver Highlander into their driveway, it was now Carrie who started crying. Before Amy could turn back in her seat to console her, Carrie looked at her brother and said: “You acted just like those bad men that give me nightmares every night.”


    Now it was Patrick and Amy who felt like crying.




    7


    Really? Are you really going to leave your car in the driveway all night, Patrick? You’re making this too easy. What to do, what to do …


    She had an objective. Always. It was just a matter of when and how.


    Tonight would be when, and a delightfully unexpected piece of cake would be how— assuming he left the car in the driveway.


    Why didn’t you pull it into the garage? Was it because the kids were crying? Yeah, I think so. You and Amy wanted to stop the car as soon as possible so you could carry them inside, isn’t that right? Poor little Carrie and Caleb. I guess tonight’s session with the new therapist upset them?


    The porch lights clicked on and the front door opened. She watched eagerly.


    Oscar.


    The Border terrier exploded out of the front door and began his perfunctory laps around the front of the house, satisfying every conceivable olfactory sense before he would eventually re-appear on the front lawn to do his business.


    Always the same routine right, Oscar? She looked away for a moment and took in the surroundings of suburbia: rows of colossal homes, smooth black driveways stretching on forever, flawless lawns, hedges, flower beds; fences tall, sturdy, and safe, indulging the residents’ superfluous paranoia. She wondered which species was more mundane, humans or canines.


    She heard the front door close and she turned. Patrick stood barefoot on the front porch in a pair of Penn State sweatpants and a white tee. His arms were folded to keep warm.


    And there he is. Hate to admit it, but he is handsome. Wonder if I could get him to fuck me before I kill him … or get him to fuck me while I’m killing him … or get him to fuck me while I’m killing him while Amy watches …


    She felt the familiar tingle warming below.


    Patrick called for Oscar.


    The terrier finally re-appeared, nose dragging the lawn, finding the ideal spot to do his thing. She looked at the wagging stump where his tail used to be and wondered which one of her brothers had cut it off. The Lamberts didn’t know, and therefore Dr. Stone didn’t know. Mind like a sieve, that idiot head-shrinker—writes every single nugget down. Didn’t surprise me though; her filing system was an archaic joke.


    Oscar lifted a leg.


    So it’s just a pee is it? Lucky Patrick—nothing to clean up, and no reason to walk on the freezing lawn in your bare feet. But please do me one favor, will you, handsome? Please leave the Highlander in the driveway tonight. Just this once?


    Tucked away in the shadows, Monica Kemp watched Oscar dart back inside. She watched Patrick close the door, the porch lights go out, the downstairs lights click off one by one, and then, with a disciplined patience that fought off the eagerness that beckoned, watched the final light from the bedroom window disappear. Patrick and Amy had gone to bed, and Patrick would not be putting the car in the garage tonight.


    Monica smiled. “Thank you, handsome.”




    8


    The lights in the bedroom were off, but Patrick and Amy weren’t sleeping. They lay next to one another, flat on their backs and staring at the dark ceiling as though it might begin to flash answers.


    “I thought we were making progress,” Amy said.


    Patrick kept his eyes on the ceiling. “We are … Dr. Bogan said—”


    “Did you hear what Carrie said to Caleb? I’ve never felt so helpless.”


    “Her nightmares are nothing new. Dr. Stone said they would eventually fade. What we need to do now is try and explain to Carrie why Caleb did what he did, help her understand the way Dr. Bogan helped us understand.”


    “Maybe Carrie should talk to Dr. Bogan. Maybe he could explain it to her.”


    “Don’t you think it would be better if she heard it from her own parents?”


    Amy didn’t reply.


    Patrick rolled towards her. She spooned into him, and he kissed the back of her head. “We are getting better. Dr. Bogan’s words were an absolute relief—no question—but you and I both know our son; we know in our hearts that he didn’t pull that prank maliciously. We just needed clarification … and that’s what we got tonight.” He kissed her head again.


    “I just want it all to be over,” she said.


    “It is over. You think Jim’s coming back to life? You think Arty’s going anywhere?”


    “What about the trial?”


    “What about it? I don’t care what kind of insanity plea his scumbag lawyer tries. It won’t amount to shit.”


    “I just don’t want to have to re-live it all over again.”


    Patrick squeezed his wife. “It’s not gonna be a picnic. But if we can survive what we’ve survived, then we can definitely endure its memory.”


    She sighed deep, his arm around her rising and falling. “I guess.”


    He rolled her over so she faced him. “Let’s look at it from a different point of view. Let’s look at it as the final ‘fuck you.’”


    “The what?”


    “The final fuck you. We already fought those crazy bastards at their own game, and we won, right?”


    Amy nodded into her pillow.


    “Well then let’s not take the stand and show fear or anguish over remembering what happened. You know Arty. You know the kind of sicko he is. He’d love that. It would be the same as congratulating the opposition and telling them what worthy opponents they were. No—we got the last laugh at the hospital when we told the prick he was adopted, and we’re gonna get the last laugh again. Let’s get up on the stand, stick our chests out, and look the son of a bitch right in the eye as we give our testimony. We’re not gonna congratulate our opponent, we’re gonna shove our victory right down his goddamned throat. We’ll even wink at the piece of shit while we’re doing it.”


    She laughed.


    “We won, baby,” he said. “We won the war. But no war comes without casualties. Right now we’re nursing ours … but I’ll be damned if we’re gonna let Arty-fucking-Fannelli know that.”


    She laughed again and kissed him. “I love you.”


    He stroked her scarred breast: A raised pink circle the size of a nickel was all that remained months after surgery. “This can be your badge of honor,” he said.


    “I think you’re stroking my badge a little too long. It’s becoming inappropriate.”


    “Just admiring it.”


    “I heard you’ve got one of your own,” she said. Amy brought her hand under the sheet, and ran her fingers over the scar on Patrick’s stomach. “I must say, your badge is rather impressive too.” Her hand continued creeping further south.


    Patrick’s hand had since left her badge and began sliding south as well.


    “The final fuck you, huh?” she said.


    “The final fuck you,” he repeated.


    “I like that.”


    Patrick’s hand reached its destination first. “I like you,” he said, slipping an innocent finger in.


    Amy moaned lightly. Her hand then reached its destination. “Mmm … I like this,” she said as she took hold of him and began stroking.


    For the first time since Crescent Lake, Amy and Patrick had great sex.




    9


    Patrick woke up before the alarm. He rolled gently and switched it off.


    “What time is it?” Amy’s voice was soft, barely a whisper. She didn’t dare wake the kids. She would savor the calm before the morning storm that was a school day.


    “Six.” Patrick’s voice was equally soft. He feared the storm as well.


    Amy cuddled close to him and buried her lips into his shoulder. She mumbled: “I would give anything to be able to lie in bed with you all day.”


    He cuddled back and kissed her forehead. “That would be amazing.”


    Her mouth left his shoulder and started kissing the side of his chest. “I’m still tingling from last night.”


    “It was good wasn’t it?”


    She rolled over and traced her tongue from his nipple to his belly button. “What time do we have to get up?”


    He smirked. “I’m already up.”


    “I practically gave you that one. No points.”


    “Fair enough.”


    “What time?”


    “6:30.”


    She hovered over his naked groin, her mouth centimeters away. He felt her hot breath on him. She gave his engorged head a flick of her tongue and he all but came right then. 6:30? He’d be lucky to last until 6:02.


    “Plenty of time,” she said.


    Patrick thought about this weekend’s Sixers game for the first few minutes until he was able to gain some control.


    • • •


    7 A.M. The morning storm.


    Patrick dressing, drinking coffee, and eating a protein bar simultaneously. Amy’s voice echoing from the floor below, arguing with Carrie about finishing her breakfast, pitching the empty threat that if she missed the bus she was staying home. Carrie’s squeaky voice arguing right back. Caleb silent as always.


    Dressed, caffeinated, and full of protein, Patrick headed downstairs. He kissed both kids seated at the kitchen table.


    Amy approached him, got close and fixed his tie. “We’ll talk to Carrie tonight?” she whispered.


    “Yeah.”


    “You thinking about your presentation?”


    He was—until Amy mentioned tonight’s conversation with Carrie. “Nah, not really.”


    “You’ve still got a couple months,” she said.


    “I know. I’m good.”


    She kissed him. “I know you’ll kick some ass when it’s time. You always do.”


    He smiled. “What about you? What’s on your agenda today?”


    “After I drop Caleb off, I’ve got to figure out how I’m going to unload the rest of that software.” She made a dreadful face and added: “Might have to make some cold calls.”


    “Ewww … I’m sorry, baby.” He admired his wife’s work ethic. There was no way he could summon the discipline to work from home. Cold calls without a boss holding a gun to your head? Eff that.


    “Be thankful you’re in advertising,” she said.


    “I’ll be thankful when this presentation is done. Besides, our jobs aren’t so different.”


    “No?”


    “No—we’re both trying to sell something.”


    “Oh, so then you wouldn’t mind helping me with some of those cold calls?”


    He looked at his watch. “Gotta go.”


    She laughed and smacked him on the chest. He kissed her, the kids at the kitchen table again, then headed towards the garage.


    “Wait.”


    He stopped and turned.


    “We parked in the driveway, remember?”


    “Oh—right.” He changed direction and went out the front door.


    As he backed out, Patrick never noticed the big green puddle of antifreeze on the driveway.




    10


    The morning storm had nearly passed. Only one more threat of resurgence loomed.


    “I can see the bus! Let’s go!” Amy stood at the open front door, the flashing red and yellow lights of the school bus visible two blocks up.


    Carrie hurried to the front door, backpack stuffed bigger than her torso making her sway, lunch box clattering against her knees.


    “Gimme a kiss,” Amy said bending forward.


    Carrie kissed her mother then hurried out the front door and onto the lawn. A furry bullet shot out after her, barking and moving at such a speed that it matched each stride she took with a full circle around her feet.


    Amy smiled as she watched the Oscar the dog bid her daughter farewell for the day. It was their morning ritual.


    The school bus arrived, slowing to a crawl before finally stopping. Its small stop-sign flapped open from its side like an octagonal fin, the flashing red and yellow igniting once again. The big rectangular doors folded open. Carrie gave Oscar a final pat, waved goodbye to her mother, and climbed aboard.


    Amy waved to the bus driver, who waved back. She watched her daughter move from square window to square window along the bus’ length until she took a seat. The flashing lights clicked off, the small stop sign folded back flat, and with a slow rumble, the bus chugged forward until it eventually disappeared.


    Amy whistled. “Oscar! You coming in or staying out?”


    The dog’s head whipped towards his owner, then back towards an oncoming speed walker. A woman—gray sweats, blonde hair, glasses, headphones.


    Oscar immediately approached the woman and jumped on her leg. Amy scolded Oscar from the front door, smiled and waved an apology to the woman. The woman smiled back, gave a reassuring wave that it was okay, then bent forward and began petting Oscar.


    Amy called Oscar again, harsher this time, and the dog finally left the women in peace before charging off and out of sight to perform his usual inspections of the front half of the house.


    Amy waited a tick, then called his name again (by now he would have usually appeared on the front lawn, paused to do his business, and then darted back inside for breakfast). When he didn’t reappear, Amy shrugged and shut the door, knowing darn well she would hear his incessant whine in less than two minutes.


    • • •


    Oscar was busy. He had found something very unusual at the top of the driveway. Something that smelled wonderful and tasted delicious. He lapped away at the green puddle, only pausing for a second to acknowledge the blonde speed walker in the gray sweats approach.


    The speed walker had watched and waited from a distance for the Lambert’s front door to close. She knew Oscar would be enticed by the antifreeze. Knew Amy would eventually close the door on such a cold morning if the dog did not return right away. She also knew that she couldn’t rely on a puddle of antifreeze to do the job. Yes, it only took a few tablespoons to eventually kill a dog, but hopeful eventualities had never graced her syllabus—her job entailed acting certainties. Besides, the puddle’s role was not to kill. The puddle was more of a red herring. A red herring that would reek of exceptional guilt when all was said and done.


    And so as Oscar lapped away happily at the green puddle, the blonde speed walker squatted down on the driveway, began petting him, looked in all directions, and then pulled a syringe from her pocket and stuck a needle filled with more antifreeze into the meat of Oscar’s scruff. The dog flinched and looked up for a split second, mildly annoyed, then resumed lapping. The speed walker patted Oscar on the head, put the syringe back in her pocket, and casually walked away.


    Several blocks down and one neighborhood over, the speed walker entered her car, removed the glasses, the blonde wig and the headphones, and tossed them on the passenger seat. She then lit a cigarette before driving off.




    11


    Amy looked over her son’s shoulder. He sat quietly, staring at the few remaining Cheerios floating in his bowl. She kissed the top of his head and asked, “All done?”


    Caleb nodded and Amy took the bowl to the sink. Ordinarily, this would have been Caleb’s cue to leave the table and get ready for pre-school. Instead he remained seated, staring at the table.


    Amy noticed and left the bowl in the sink without rinsing. She approached her son and stroked his short brown hair. “You okay, sweetheart?”


    Caleb’s elbows were now on the table, his hands holding up his chin. He nodded into them and tilted his head lower until his palms covered his mouth. Amy reached over and took away one of his hands.


    “You don’t look okay,” she said. “What’s wrong with my baby boy?”


    She let go of his hand and he immediately brought it back to his face.


    “Caleb?”


    He shrugged.


    “Are you upset about last night?”


    Another shrug.


    “You know that Mommy and Daddy aren’t mad at you after what happened, don’t you? We told you that.”


    Caleb opened both hands a split, and kept his eyes on the table as he spoke. His voice was shaky, trying not cry. “Carrie’s mad at me. She says I give her nightmares.”


    Amy took a seat and began rubbing her son’s back. Caleb’s eyes became blurred with tears, yet still he would not succumb to a full-on cry. Amy marveled at her son’s strength. She was glad his head was down so that he would not spot, and likely misinterpret, the little smile that pride had placed on the corner of her mouth.


    “No, honey, that’s not what she said.”


    “I hear her scream at night. It wakes me up.”


    Amy now rubbed his shoulders. “Yes, Carrie has nightmares, but they’re not nightmares about what you did to Mommy.”


    “But she said they were.”


    “No, honey, you misunderstood. Carrie’s very confused right now. She doesn’t understand why you played that joke on Mommy.”


    “It was a stupid joke …”


    Amy pulled Caleb into her, and he finally started to cry. “It’s okay, honey,” she said while he cried into her chest. “Mommy knows you didn’t mean to hurt her. Daddy knows that too. Carrie is just confused … but Daddy and I are going to talk to her tonight and help her understand.”


    His brown eyes, glistening wet, looked up at her with a trust and innocence that swelled Amy’s heart. “You will?” he sniffed.


    She wiped his tears away with her thumbs. “Absolutely. Everything’s going to be fine, sweetie—I promise.”


    He cracked a small smile, and Amy’s heart swelled even more. “Who do you love?” she asked.


    Caleb turned away.


    “Who do you love?”


    Caleb turned further away, but she could feel his smile growing. She inched closer and started walking her fingers up his back like a spider. “Who do you love?” she sang. He started giggling and she immediately snatched him back into her and started tickling him. “Who?” she asked again, her son’s laughter like a drug.


    Caleb eventually squeaked out a “you,” and Amy stopped tickling, grabbed his face, flicked her nose back and forth across his in true Eskimo-kiss fashion, and then finished with a real one on his forehead. “I love you too, honey.” She palmed the top of his head and rumpled his hair. “Now go get ready for pre-school.”


    • • •


    Amy had just finished tidying up the kitchen when she heard the sound she had expected to hear sooner than later. She walked to the front door and opened it.


    “Well look who finally decided to show,” she said.


    Oscar, who would usually respond with wags of his stump and a brief allowance of petting before hurrying off to all things more important (i.e., food), instead strolled casually inside, walked through the kitchen past his food bowl and made his way to his small oval bed in the family room where he immediately curled up and went to sleep.


    “Are you kidding me?” Amy said. She turned and looked at his food bowl: a fresh helping of hard and wet food mixed together, prepared only minutes ago—Oscar’s absolute favorite. Amy clapped her hands. “Oscar! Come over here and eat.” The dog looked up at her for a brief moment before settling back down and closing his eyes.


    Amy’s chin retracted. “Well that’s a first.” She shrugged. “Suit yourself. It’ll be there when you wake up.”


    • • •


    Amy was two miles from the house after dropping Caleb off at pre-school when her cell phone rang.


    “Hi, baby,” she answered.


    “You won’t believe this,” Patrick said.


    “What?”


    “I’m at a gas station downtown. I was five minutes from the office when the coolant indicator came up on the dashboard.”


    Amy could hear the racket of the gas station in the background. A man was hollering at someone. A loud drill whirred in bursts. She pressed her shoulder over her free ear. “Well that’s not a big deal, is it? Maybe you’re just low.”


    “I checked already. I’m not just low, I’m empty. The guy at the station says I have a crack in my hose.”


    “It looked okay to me last night.”


    “When did you—?” He stopped, sighed.


    Amy grinned. Her husband was by far the more juvenile of the two when it came to all things double entendre, but she was in a good mood and couldn’t help herself. Biting her tongue and still smiling, she said, “I’m sorry, I couldn’t help it.”


    “It’s okay, I’d have done the same,” he admitted. “But I have to get this fixed now.”


    “Okay, so … ?”


    “I’m gonna be late.”


    “Honey, I’m sure they’ll understand. Just call the office and ohhh …” Amy trailed off as she pulled up to the top of their driveway. There it was: a puddle of antifreeze the size of a basketball right where the Highlander had been parked the night before.


    “What?”


    “I see the puddle. The antifreeze. It’s at the top of the driveway.”


    She heard him sigh again. Then more of the whirring drill. Then a horn.


    “The hose must have cracked on the way back from Dr. Bogan’s. Leaked dry while we slept,” he said.


    “You didn’t notice it when you left this morning?” she asked.


    “Did you?”


    “Touché.”


    Amy pulled into the garage and switched off the engine. “It’s okay, baby. Just call work, tell them what happened, and that you’ll be a little late. No big deal.”


    “Already did.”


    “How long is it going to take?”


    “Not long—it’s only the upper hose.”


    “Okay—call me when you get to work. I love you.”


    “Love you too.”


    Amy hung up and went inside. The first thing she noticed was that Oscar’s bowl was still full. She headed into the family room. He was still asleep in his oval bed. She squatted down and started petting him. His eyebrows arched, but he didn’t open his eyes. His stump didn’t wag.


    “What’s the matter, buddy?” She scratched behind his head. “Didn’t get enough sleep last night?” His eyes finally opened to a meager squint. Amy scratched his head some more. He stood, swayed slightly, then immediately lay back down and closed his eyes. “Too much partying, mister,” she said. “Need to watch your drinkin’.”


    She gave him a final scratch and headed towards her study, the painful irony of her quip coming back in a cruel instant the moment the veterinarian told Amy and Patrick how Oscar died.




    12


    The veterinarian left the small white room, leaving Patrick and Amy by themselves.


    “I can’t believe this,” Patrick said. “How could I have been so goddamned stupid?”


    “Honey, it’s just as much my fault—hell, it’s even more my fault than it is yours.”


    “How do you figure that?”


    “His behavior. I should have known something was wrong. He didn’t even want to eat this morning. And this is a dog that ate a severed finger for God’s sake.”


    Patrick flashed back to Crescent Lake. His family on the dock ready to fish. Caleb pulling what was supposed to be a worm from the bait container. Patrick spotting a fingernail, flinging it to the ground. Oscar approaching the finger and gobbling it up as though it were a cocktail weenie.


    He closed his eyes and willed the images away, almost angry at Amy for handing him the reel so he could watch them again. “You couldn’t have known,” he said.


    “But I’ve heard about it. I know how lethal antifreeze can be to pets,” she said.


    “You might have known that, but putting the two together … ?”


    “What?”


    “Well have we ever had a dog before? Have we ever had antifreeze leak on the driveway before? Whether you knew about what antifreeze does to pets or not, it isn’t a surprise you didn’t immediately make the connection. I knew about antifreeze and pets as well, and I never said anything. I could have told you not to let Oscar outside once you spotted the leak.”


    “But he never went back outside after you called. It must have happened right after he followed Carrie out to the bus. He took forever to come back inside. Now we know why. This is more my fault than anyone’s.” She dropped her head.


    He hugged her. “It’s nobody’s fault, baby. How could you have possibly made the assumption that a puddle of antifreeze was the reason Oscar took so long to head back inside? If we have to blame someone we can blame the stupid car.”


    “The doctor said if we brought Oscar in immediately they might have been able to save him,” she said.


    Patrick looked at the oval clock on the wall. 7:15 P.M.


    Amy continued. “I should have known something was wrong, antifreeze or not. I should have known—his behavior was so out of character.”


    Patrick pulled away and looked at her. She had tears in her eyes. “Honey, you can’t do this to yourself. It wasn’t like he was vomiting or freaking out or anything. You said he was just sleeping, that he looked tired, right?”


    She nodded.


    “Okay then. I wouldn’t have taken him to the vet either. I mean we can blame ourselves—and Lord knows we will—but at the end of the day, Oscar died as a result of an accident.”


    Amy looked away. When she looked back, Patrick read her mind and his blood ran cold.


    “I know what you’re thinking,” he said, “and you need to stop it now.”


    “What am I thinking?”


    “I’m not even going to say it.” But he’d be lying if the thought didn’t flutter annoyingly around the periphery of his own psyche.


    Amy clucked her tongue. “Just more bad luck?”


    “Amy, stop. You know as well as I do that this was an accident.”


    She only stared. And it angered him. Yes his fears had indulged the very thoughts she was alluding to, but they were just that: fears. He knew the truth. And they both knew Jim was dead. Both knew Arty was locked up tight in Pittsburgh somewhere awaiting trial. And yet with that knowledge, after all their therapy, all the progress they had made, this is the immediate thing she jumps to after a bump in the road?


    Guilt. Yes—guilt was doing it. Her right mind knew that no one could be responsible. “You’re feeling guilty,” he said. “Your guilt is making you jump to irrational conclusions.”


    “So you’re saying this really is all my fault?”


    “No—I already told you, I’m just as much to blame. What I am telling you is that this is an accident, Amy. An accident.” He paused, wondering if he should say it. It was assuredly on both their minds; she had even hinted towards it. But to say it. Oh to say it. Screw this, he thought. We are not letting this set us back to square one. “And I don’t mean the kind of ‘accidents’ we had at Crescent Lake.”


    Amy twitched a little. Patrick knew it was his wife’s indomitable restraint that kept her rooted and composed. It reminded him of the old “two for flinching” game he played as a kid, where someone deliberately swung a hand in your face. If you flinched, two punches were your prize. Keeping still as the hand flew past your face was damned difficult, especially if caught off-guard. Well, Amy was on-guard, but the forever-tainted words that were Crescent Lake were a metaphoric swing from Mike Tyson. “Okay?” Patrick said.


    She did not break his gaze, but her shoulders dropped. “Fine. What are we going to tell the kids?”


    “You mean Carrie.”


    “Well—and Caleb.” She sighed. “But, yes … Carrie.”


    Patrick took a deep breath, let it out slow. “Well for starters we don’t tell her about the antifreeze. We simply tell her that Oscar was old, and …” He took another deep breath. “And that it was just his time, I guess.”


    Amy pulled a face. “Old? He had the energy of a jumping bean.”


    “Honey, he was a stray. We never did find out how old he actually was.”


    “He wasn’t old enough to die of natural causes.”


    “Well, yeah, you and I know that. But Carrie doesn’t have to.”


    Amy’s shoulders dropped some more and her eyes finally settled. “I know.”


    “We’ll tell her that Oscar was old, it was his time, and that he’ll be waiting for her at Rainbow Bridge.”


    “Where?”


    “I’ll find it online when we get home. It’s a beautiful little piece written by an anonymous author about what happens to pets when they die. It gets me choked up every time I read it.” He then added quickly: “But not in a sad way. In a happy way. You’ll understand when you read it.”


    Amy sighed. “Okay. Why don’t I drop you off at home, you can find the Rainbow Bridge thing, and I’ll go pick up the kids at your parents’.”


    “Sounds good.” He held out his hand. She took it, squeezed it, but did not move into him.


    “I still can’t believe this,” she said.


    He did not pull her in, just squeezed back and shared her grief with a sympathetic smile. “I know. I can’t either.”


    • • •


    Monica sat in the waiting room, a magazine covering her face. The door to the small white room opened and both Patrick and Amy stepped out. The receptionist offered her condolences as they left.


    Monica set the magazine on the chair next to her and approached the receptionist. “Sad,” she said.


    The receptionist, a heavy young girl in blue scrubs, nodded with genuine compassion and said, “Yeah.”


    “Lost their dog, huh?” Monica said.


    The receptionist nodded.


    Monica smiled inside. “Shame,” she said.


    “Yeah,” the receptionist whined. “I can’t imagine what I’d do if something happened to my baby.”


    “Me neither,” Monica said for some reason.


    “What kind of dog do you have?”


    “Pug,” popped into her head.


    “Me too.” The receptionist’s face brightened. “Boy or girl?”


    “Girl.”


    “Me too.” The receptionist was giddy now. “She’s the most precious thing in the whole world. Her name’s Sophia. What about yours?”


    Monica wanted to hit her. To hurt her. This exchange they were having. This … exchange … as though they were the same species.


    “Cunt,” Monica said.


    The receptionist stopped smiling. Softly, she said, “What?”


    Monica was not smiling, nor was she brooding. She spoke in a calm, confident manner that held the strange blend of patronizing courtesy. “Cunt,” she said again.


    The young girl flushed, spoke softer still. “I don’t understand.”


    “What don’t you understand?”


    “Weren’t you … weren’t you just telling me the name … ?”


    “The name of what?”


    The receptionist cleared her throat, her fair skin looking suddenly scorched by the sun. “The name of your pug.”


    “I don’t have a pug.”


    “I thought you said—”


    “I don’t have a pug.”


    The receptionist broke eye contact, feigned interest in a stack of papers in front of her. Quickly, she said, “Okay, well you have a good day then.”


    Monica stayed put. The receptionist kept her head down, shuffling the papers aimlessly like an anxious child might twist a lock of hair. She risked a peek up without lifting her head.


    Monica was still staring at her.


    The receptionist dropped her head into the papers again. There was a silver bell on the counter. Monica hit it and the receptionist jumped. She then started to cry—silent tears from eyes still too frightened to look up, dripping down her full red cheeks.


    Monica smiled and left.


    • • •


    On her way to the car, Monica went for a cigarette but found the pack empty. She cursed, crumpled the pack into a ball, and tossed it to the ground.


    “Excuse me.”


    Monica turned.


    A woman, mid-40’s, leading a small white poodle by a pink leash. “You just threw your trash on the ground.”


    “I know,” Monica said.


    “Well that’s disgraceful. You should be ashamed of yourself.”


    Monica approached the woman until they were a foot apart. She was pleasant when she said: “Say that again?”


    “I said—”


    Monica slammed her forehead into the woman’s face. A dull crack echoed in her ears as the woman’s nose exploded. Monica’s belly tingled as the woman hit the pavement ass-first and then slowly rocked backwards until she lay like a starfish on the ground. Monica bent over the woman and waved a hand back and forth above her bloodied face. The woman did not acknowledge her. She stared up at the sky, eyes wide and glassy, mouth opening and closing without words like a dying fish. Complete shock.


    The only definitive sound thereafter came from the poodle, whose relentless yap seemed its only means of attack as it maintained a guarded distance from the stranger who had floored its master.


    Monica glanced at the dog as she brought two fingers to her forehead (it felt wet) and wiped away blood. The stupid woman had bled on her. Monica squatted down and held her bloodied fingers out to the poodle. The dog cautiously approached, sniffed, and then began licking Monica’s fingers.


    Finished, Monica then guided the poodle with her two fingers towards its still horizontal master’s face, where more of the same delicious red goo its palate had been tantalized with was leaking in abundance. The poodle instantly began licking away, and the dazed woman could only lie there and allow it.


    Even though she really wanted a cigarette, Monica still drove off thinking today had been a great day.




    13


    Patrick and Amy each took a side of Carrie’s bed as she sobbed in the middle. Caleb had cried briefly, but it was more a cry of empathy for his sister; he was not as attached to Oscar as she was. He remained in his bedroom while Amy and Patrick took turns soothing their daughter.


    “I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye,” Carrie cried.


    Patrick stroked her silken hair. “I know, sweetie. We’re so sorry.” He glanced up at Amy. Her eyes were already on him, and he’d have bet his left nut she was thinking the same exact thing he was: Our fault, our fault, our fault.


    Amy took her eyes off Patrick and wiped the tears from Carrie’s cheeks. “Have you ever heard of Rainbow Bridge, honey?”


    Carrie looked up at her mother with swollen wet eyes and a runny nose. “Huh?”


    “Rainbow Bridge,” Patrick said. As he had promised Amy, the first thing Patrick had done when they got home was rush to the computer and perform a Google search for “Rainbow Bridge.” Sure enough, the anonymous piece appeared on several links. He clicked one, changed a few things—added Oscar’s name to make it personal, omitted or substituted words Carrie may not understand—printed it, and now held it in front of his daughter.


    Carrie fixed on her father and the piece of paper. “What’s that?” she asked.


    “Would you like me to read it to you?” Patrick said.


    “What is it?” she asked again.


    Amy stroked her hair. “It’s where Oscar is, sweetie.”


    Carrie’s head whipped towards her mother. “He’s not dead?”


    Patrick felt sick. And once again he felt Amy’s eyes leaning on him, sharing the grief. He did not look at her this time; he couldn’t. Instead he swallowed (it went down like peanut butter) and focused solely on Carrie.


    “No, honey—Oscar is still gone. But he’s in a wonderful place. A place called Rainbow Bridge. Would you like Daddy to tell you about it?”


    Carrie’s head had turned slowly back to her father after he had dismissed the hopeful notion that Oscar was still alive, and her eyes were heavy again. She nodded towards her father and that was all.


    Patrick cleared his throat, twice. He almost asked Amy for a glass of water before starting:


    “Just this side of heaven is a place called Rainbow Bridge. When an animal dies that has been especially close to someone here, that pet goes to Rainbow Bridge. There are meadows and hills for all of our special friends so they can run and play together. There is plenty of food, water and sunshine, and our friends are warm and comfortable.


    All the animals who had been ill and old like Oscar are restored to perfect health. Those who were hurt are made whole and strong again, just as we remember them in our dreams of days and times gone by. The animals are happy and full of joy, except for one small thing: they each miss someone very special to them who had to be left behind.”



    Carrie started to cry again. Both Amy and Patrick consoled her until the crying softened to intermittent sniffles. Patrick continued:


    “They all run and play together, but the day comes when Oscar suddenly stops and looks into the distance. His eyes are bright. His excited body quivers. Suddenly Oscar begins to run from the group, flying over the green grass, his legs carrying him faster and faster.


    You have been spotted! And when you and Oscar finally meet, you cling together in a gigantic hug, never to be parted again. The happy kisses rain upon your face; your hands again caress his beloved head, and you look once more into the trusting eyes of your pet, so long gone from your life but never absent from your heart.


    Then you and Oscar cross Rainbow Bridge together….”



    Patrick expected more tears. His delight was off the charts when he saw hope and joy in his daughter’s eyes.


    “Is all that really true?” she asked. “Oscar’s at Rainbow Bridge waiting for me?”


    Patrick smiled and nodded. Carrie turned to her mother. Amy smiled and nodded.


    Carrie frowned for a moment, her lips tightening. “But when I go to heaven, I’ll be old. Will Oscar still remember me?”


    “Of course,” Patrick said. “That’s what Rainbow Bridge is all about. Right now he’s just playing and having fun and waiting for you to arrive. He will never forget you. Ever.”


    Carrie’s frown left. Her tight lips softened and eventually became a smile. “I like Rainbow Bridge.”


    Patrick didn’t know who wrote it, but if he ever found out, he was buying him or her a diamond-studded diamond wrapped in diamonds. “I’m so glad, baby,” he said as he kissed her forehead. “You feel a little better?”


    “A little,” she said. Her eyes were still puffy, but the tears were drying.


    Amy took her turn kissing her daughter before she and Patrick tucked her in. When Patrick checked on her ten minutes later, Carrie was already fast asleep. He hoped she was dreaming about Oscar and Rainbow Bridge.




    14


    Monica Kemp watched her father appear among the masses at the gates of Philadelphia International Airport. He was not hard to miss. Six-foot-one and two hundred and fifty pounds of solid mass that made men half his fifty-two years glance in envy, John Brooks could have easily been mistaken for a retired linemen of the Philadelphia Eagles, returning to his old stomping grounds. A retired linemen who opted for a gym as opposed to a couch after retirement.


    Monica, catching glances from young men herself (for exceptionally different reasons), was dressed in posh attire that hugged every curve of her tight figure with a design that allowed teasing glimpses of skin while still maintaining a decent level of warmth during the winter season.


    John wore faded jeans, a grey wool coat, and boots.


    “You always dress that way?” he immediately asked, setting his bag down to hug her.


    She hugged him back and said, “Like what?”


    He grabbed her shoulders, held her back at arms length, looked her up down. “That. You look like some rich celebrity.”


    “I am rich,” she smiled.


    He gave her a face. “You’re hard to forget looking like that.”


    “This look,” she began contemptuously, “is one of many. I can be a bag-lady with a dead security guard tucked away in a utility closet in under five minutes.”


    “Scary.” He picked up his bag.


    She shook her head and could not help but smirk at him. “Such an asshole.”


    They walked side by side towards the escalators. A man and his teenage son were a step in front, but John shoved them to one side as he and Monica boarded the top of the escalator. The man went to open his mouth, but John need only glance at him before the man snapped it shut.


    “What’s our itinerary?” he asked as they descended. “When can I see Arthur?”


    “That won’t be for awhile.”


    They hit the bottom and headed towards the exit.


    “I have to wait until the trial,” he said.


    She nodded.


    They stepped outside the glass doors and stood on the pavement. Men and women in airport uniforms shouted at people who dare ask questions twice. Cars honked and swerved recklessly out of each other’s way. A family crossing the strip to get to the arrivals lot on the opposing side was nearly hit by a cab. An officer futilely blew his whistle as the cab sped away, the elders of the family clutching their chests as they watched the taxi disappear up the on-ramp.


    “Nice huh?” Monica said. “I’ve landed in Philly International several times. Believe it or not, it’s actually gotten better.”


    John just shrugged his thick shoulders and began crossing the strip, almost daring a cab to approach them the way it had the family. Fortunately for cab drivers throughout the Philadelphia area, none did.


    Monica stopped in front of a shiny black BMW tucked around a small bend in the lot.


    “This you?” her father asked.


    “For now.” She pressed her keychain and the car beeped and flashed twice.


    “For now?” John grunted and tossed his bag in the back seat. “Hot shot.”


    They both entered the car. John said, “So I have to wait.”


    Monica turned the ignition. “I’ve got plenty to keep us busy until then.”


    He grunted again.


    “We’re gonna have a good time, Dad. Trust your little girl.”


    He threw her a sideways glance and gave a thin smile.


    “Much better.” She reached to her right, opened the glove compartment, and took out her cigarettes. She lit one and cracked her window.


    He waved smoke out of his face. “Come on, can’t you wait until we get there?”


    “Deal with it, you big pussy.”


    He laughed as she took the ramp onto I-95 towards Valley Forge.




    15


    Once you received a ticket in King of Prussia to enter the Pennsylvania Turnpike, you had only a few hundred feet to make a decision. East and you would find yourself heading towards New Jersey. West and you were heading towards Harrisburg … towards Crescent Lake.


    The Lamberts were not going to New Jersey. And they certainly weren’t going to Crescent Lake. But they were headed west. They were headed to a small town outside of Harrisburg, just past Hershey, for a visit with Amy’s family.


    Every time Patrick had selected west during that brief stretch of turnpike with only two options (and there had been a few times since the tragedy, all business-related, which thankfully took him no further than a hundred miles or so), it was absurd to suggest that the memories of Crescent Lake would not come flooding back.


    Except it was not the brutal details of his family’s ordeal that he remembered most when he chose west. It was not the horrors of watching his children tormented, the knowing that his wife was being sexually assaulted while he remained bound and helpless in the next room, that she was eventually shot and almost taken from him. It was not the horrors of transforming into the monster he had become in order to protect his family: stabbing a man over and over in hopes of reducing him to shreds of tissue and bone (and that, God damn it, was exactly what he’d been thinking at the time). Nor was it biting the nose off another man before repeatedly shooting him in the face until the chamber clicked empty and the man was deader than dead. Not the painful, physical rehabilitation in the hospital, or worse still, the mental rehabilitation once they returned home.


    It was the hope Patrick remembered. He remembered—as clear as he remembered this morning—the hope he had for his family before their weekend trip to the lake months ago. He’d hoped the weather would be nice. Hoped his wife would transcend relaxation during the time away. Hoped his kids would never want to leave. Hoped it would be the perfect weekend with a family he loved more than he ever imagined possible. He hoped it would be a memory they would never forget …


    Oh, Mr. Irony, he thought, you can be so fucking cruel sometimes.


    “You’re quiet.” Amy said.


    Patrick took his eyes off the road for a second and smiled at her. “I’m good. Just thinking.”


    “About what?”


    He knew she knew. But he deflected anyway. And when she didn’t push, he loved her even more.


    “Wondering if you’re prepared to play goalie once your dad starts shooting drinks my way,” he said.


    Amy laughed. “I could be Ron Hextall and my dad would still get a few past me.”


    Patrick threw her a curious glance. “How do you know who Ron Hextall is?”


    “An ex. He was a big hockey nut. Almost as much as my dad. He even tried out for the Hershey Bears.”


    Patrick grunted.


    “Didn’t make it though,” she said.


    “Couldn’t cut it, huh?” Patrick said with some satisfaction.


    Amy flashed a cheeky smirk. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that—he was an amazing athlete … rugged … hot.” Her smirk spread to a grin. “Mmmm, I haven’t thought about him in awhile—”


    Patrick grabbed her knee and she screamed.


    Both kids leaned forward in their child seats. Carrie asked: “What?”


    “Nothing,” Patrick said. “Mommy’s just trying to make Daddy jealous.”


    “Mommy did make Daddy jealous,” Amy said.


    “Anyway …” Patrick said, getting back on track, “I hope you’re prepared to play some solid defense for me this evening.”


    “Oh stop. You know my dad’s idea of male bonding is booze.”


    “And that’s fine, I’ll watch him drink all night. Doesn’t mean I have to match him drink for drink though.”


    Amy’s grin returned. “Oh yes it does. And God help you if there’s a Bears game on tonight.”


    “You just want me hung over in the morning so you can make my life miserable.”


    “Correct.”


    Patrick went to grab her knee again. She saw it coming and dodged. “Too slow.”


    Patrick placed his hand back on the wheel. “Fine—then you’re driving home tomorrow while I sleep.”


    She shrugged cheerfully. “Okay.”


    “You suck. Don’t expect any later tonight if your dad gets me loaded.”


    Amy glanced in the back seat. Both kids were oblivious to their father’s implication. She faced front again. “Fine by me.” She then whispered: “It’s creepy doing it at my parents’ anyway.”


    “So what did you do in high school?”


    “Oh, so now you want to talk about my exes?” She sighed and gazed dreamily towards the roof. “Let’s see … who to think about first?”


    This time her knee had nowhere to hide.




    16


    Harrisburg, Pennsylvania


    Bob and Audrey Corcoran had company from out of town. The Toyota Highlander parked in their driveway told you that. In this neighborhood, the SUV was an exchange student in a proud classroom of names like Ford, Chevy, and Dodge.


    Patrick’s decision in choosing the Highlander had little to do with a lack of appreciation for American craftsmanship and more to do with providing conveniences for his family. The Highlander ticked three out of four on that ballot—tons of space, a smooth ride, safe (as far as SUVs go), but damned expensive. And yet he still bought it. Because he could. Patrick had had done well for himself thus far. So had Amy. Their combined income gave their family a comfortable life in a suburb that flaunted fine sushi and martinis with clever names.


    And yet when they stepped out of their lavish suburb for journeys elsewhere, there wasn’t the slightest hint of unease. Both Patrick and Amy were raised in small blue collar towns throughout the state of Pennsylvania, and despite the amicable friendships formed back in that lavish suburb, which often involved outings at restaurants plentiful with sanctimonious patrons, assuredly there to be seen as opposed to dine, it was not uncommon for Amy and Patrick to go it alone in a quest to seek out less-stifling accommodations—a place that served a steak that wasn’t the size of a nickel, a place where you couldn’t give two shits about what you looked like, who you saw, and who saw you. Somewhere you could get drunk in public and receive been there! giggles from fellow patrons instead of rolled eyes and disgusted clucks of the tongue.


    The Lamberts did not resent their luxuries back in Valley Forge; they had worked hard for them. The surrounding school districts were excellent too. Amy and Patrick were comfortable in both worlds; it was why they were soul mates. Their marriage wasn’t one that saw Patrick sitting on the sofa watching the game, farting and drinking beer while Amy pined to go out to extravagant restaurants and social events. She happily joined him on that sofa. Drank beer and farted with him.


    And there were plenty of times when too many nights of sloth tugged at their social needs, and they would happily get dressed up and do the town. The fancy town—the type of town they often resented. It was all about moderation. One type of evening would help them appreciate the other, and vice versa.


    So it was no chore to be nestled here in a cozy blue collar neighborhood just outside of Harrisburg. Patrick knew the booze would be poured down his neck the moment he entered, and Amy knew a part of him—despite his flimsy objections earlier—looked forward to it. She would likely let her hair down and have a few too. They all would. Except for Amy’s mother of course.


    Mrs. Audrey Corcoran did not drink—that was her husband’s job. If there was one bit of resentment Amy had concerning her old stomping grounds, it was that the intangibles seemed to remain as traditional as the tangibles. Although never voiced, it was still presumed that the husband was the head of the house, and the wife, while not exactly on her hands and knees scrubbing floors with a pregnant belly, did not hide the fact that her primary purpose was to serve her husband. The husband made the money, the wife took care of him. That’s just how it was. Amy didn’t necessarily approve, and things were certainly not the same for her and Patrick, but she accepted it. She had no choice. Besides, her father was a good husband. A good father. Rough and stern at times, but good. He could scream and holler like hell, and his fuse could be just as short as the next man’s (especially after a few), but Amy could never recall him laying anything but a tongue-lashing on her mother, and the odd spank on the butt to her and her brother growing up.


    Carrie and Caleb liked Grandma and Grandpa Corcoran. Not as much as Grandma and Grandpa Lambert, but this had nothing to do with personalities; it was simply a matter of location. The elder Lamberts lived in Conshohocken—a fifteen minute drive from Valley Forge. Harrisburg was an hour and a half away. The kids saw Grandma and Grandpa Lambert more often. Nearly once a week. It was why the elder Lamberts were called to pick the children up after the incident at Crescent Lake. Despite the cabin belonging to the Corcorans, comfort was the order of the day after such a tragedy, and Patrick and Amy had both decided on the spot that it would be better if Grandma and Grandpa Lambert were initially called. The Corcorans showed up the following day after a call from Amy, never once questioning why they hadn’t been contacted first. Amy had felt deep down that they understood, and she loved them for it.


    Amy stood on the third and final step to her parent’s front door. Black iron railings sloped up from the ground and attached themselves to a white brick exterior. Two oval lanterns hung lit on opposing sides of the door. As a child Amy always thought they looked like giant fireflies. This evening was no different, and the nostalgia warmed her heart.


    Patrick stood on the second step behind Amy, a hand on the shoulder of each child that flanked him. Carrie picked at a chip of black paint on one of the railings. Patrick tapped her hand and told her to stop. She did for a second, then continued. Caleb shook from a gust of wind and Patrick pulled him close and rubbed his shoulder.


    “Did you ring the bell?” Patrick asked.


    Amy glanced back at him with a “duh” face. “No, honey—I thought if we just waited out here in the freezing cold, they might eventually come out and greet us.” She rang the bell again.


    A voice boomed behind the door. “Who is it?”


    “Dad, open the door, it’s freezing.”


    “We don’t want any.”


    “Dad!”


    A click of a lock, the sound of a chain sliding, and the door flew open, revealing a man who, if he ever decided to dye his brown beard white, could have doubled for Santa Claus without a hint of scrutiny. His nose was round and red, eyes bunched into slivers from full cheeks and a constant smile, and a frame short and thick with a belly seemingly in its third trimester. He was even wearing a red sweater.


    Amy’s father barked out what seemed a triumphant laugh, then snatched his daughter into him. He kissed her cheek hard and rubbed his beard against it.


    Amy pushed away and wiped her face as a child would. “I hate when you do that!”


    He grinned and looked past her. “And who’s this big bugger you’ve got with you? He’s a handsome fella. Finally got rid of Patrick did you?”


    Patrick laughed. “How you doing, Bob?”


    “Gettin’ older and fatter.” Bob Corcoran then looked over the heads of both Carrie and Caleb, scanning east to west as though searching for something. “Funny,” he said, “I could have sworn I saw two little varmints with you when I opened the door.” He continued his ruse, searching aimlessly above them. “Guess they ran off. Shame too, ’cause we got cookies and hot chocolate inside.”


    Carrie blurted out as though jabbed with a stick. “Grandpa!”


    Bob made a startled face. “Who said that?”


    “Me!” Carrie shrugged her father’s hand off her shoulder and joined Amy’s side on the third step.


    “Oh, well there you are …” Bob bent forward and tapped Carrie’s nose with his finger. “Good thing I found you …” He stood upright and jiggled his big belly. “I woulda had to have eaten all the goodies myself!”


    Carrie giggled, and Bob stroked her cheek before standing up and playing blind again. “Now I could have sworn there was another little varmint roaming around here. Where’d that one go?”


    Caleb stayed tight to his father’s side but raised a hand. Bob honed in on him. “Ah ha! There he is!” He took a step down and clamped onto the top of Caleb’s head. “Guess I won’t be getting any cookies at all now that this big fella’s on board!”


    “I’m big too!” Carrie piped up.


    Bob jumped back a step, feigning shock, as though Carrie had suddenly grown a foot. “Darn right you are! I just hope our beds are big enough for you two monsters.”


    “Dad?” Amy said. “May we please come in before we freeze to death?”


    Bob Corcoran stepped away from the door, bowed and swept his hand majestically inside. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “After you, your highness.”


    • • •


    They all entered. Amy got a second hug (no beard this time), Carrie got hoisted up to the ceiling before her hug, Caleb got a firm “man’s handshake” that intentionally shook his whole body and made him giggle, and Patrick got a strong pat on the back followed by an offer for a bourbon. Patrick immediately glanced at Amy and she spun away, her grin visible on the back of her head.


    Audrey Corcoran emerged from the kitchen, wiping her hands on the green apron that covered her torso and knees. Her glasses, thick and outdated, magnified the light brown eyes she shared with her daughter. If you asked Patrick, that was the only resemblance between the two. Audrey was shorter, thicker, and her hair was curly and graying. Patrick did not think his mother-in-law ugly, but she was not attractive—certainly no looker like his wife. Even in photos from years past when they were the same age, Amy buried her. And despite his friends’ good-natured ribbing, Patrick was certain that the old axiom they loved to drill him with (“Check out the mother if you want to see what your wife will look like in thirty years!”) was as false as the teeth he suspected Audrey Corcoran wore. Or so he prayed. Actually, maybe he would take that bourbon now, thank you, Bob.


    Audrey Corcoran took her turn with hugs and kisses before switching all attention towards her grandchildren, guiding them into the kitchen where copious amounts of sugar were happily administered post-haste.


    Bob gave a quick tour of the small house, boasting about the new tile he had recently put in the bathroom. Both Amy and Patrick feigned interest (Patrick touching and gliding his fingertips over the tile with an admiring, approving nod, as if he knew what the hell he was talking about), and when all the formalities were done, the three of them gathered in the den with Audrey still entertaining the kids in the kitchen.


    Bob poured Amy a glass of cabernet, then he and Patrick a healthy glass of bourbon, no ice, before sinking into his recliner with a groan and a sigh. Amy and Patrick took the sofa to the right of the recliner. Bob sipped his bourbon, wiped his beard and said to Patrick: “Bears game on tonight.”


    Patrick threw Amy a sideways glance, and she burst out laughing.




    17


    Patrick had graduated from Penn State. He was used to crazed fans. But here now, in this neighborhood bar (which was a neighborhood bar in the truest sense of the word, right down to the aging but cheerful staff who appeared happily confined to an eternal stay in their sheltered box, to fifty years of memorabilia smothering all four walls that would mean jack shit to anyone outside a twenty-mile radius of the place), Patrick was almost convinced that these local residents and their devotion to their Hershey Bears may actually trump the phenomena that was Penn State football.


    Finding a spot at the bar, or more importantly, in plain view of a television, was no easy task, but Bob Corcoran was as close to a celebrity as one could get at Gilley’s Tavern. He was showered with handshakes, smiles, and pats on his thick back as the sea of admirers stepped aside after their greeting in order to clear a path towards two stools at the bar, curiously unoccupied considering how packed the place was.


    Christ, I’m hanging out with Norm from Cheers, Patrick thought.


    As father and son-in-law settled into their stools, Patrick’s attention was anywhere but the television, or what he might want to drink; it was on the eclectic abundance of patrons crammed into the humble bar—kids, the elderly, drunks, business men, manual laborers. People who at any other time in their lives might not even share a friendly glance on the street tonight shared one common bond: their local hockey team. The feeling was instantly contagious. Patrick, who had seen maybe one or two Bears games in the past with an indifferent eye—Bob drunk and screaming at the television back in the Corcoran’s home—was now an instant fan. He wanted nothing more than for the Bears to win, to celebrate with this mass of strangers he now felt a connection with. It was a bizarre yet exhilarating feeling that had him wishing Philadelphia fans were not the fickle frontrunners they were so that he might experience this same camaraderie with strangers back home.


    “You awake, partner?” Bob asked Patrick with a nudge.


    Patrick’s daze broke. “Huh?”


    The bartender, a balding, heavy-set man with hairy forearms below the curled sleeves of a stained white button-down (complete with damp moons under both pits, rag over the shoulder, and if smoking had not been banned in Pennsylvania bars, Patrick would have bet his life a chewed cigar would have been jammed into one corner of the guy’s mouth) was leaning forward on the bar, staring at Patrick.


    Bob laughed. “What do you want to drink, space cadet?”


    Patrick smiled at the bartender. “Sorry.” The bartender nodded back, neither annoyed nor pleasant, just busy. Patrick quickly turned to Bob. “I don’t—what are you having, Bob?”


    “Whiskey and beer.” His curt reply held a self-evidence that was akin to asking Cookie Monster what he wanted to eat.


    “That’s fine, I’m good with that,” Patrick said.


    The bartender went to work on their drinks.


    “You alright?” Bob asked.


    “I can’t get over this.”


    “What?”


    Patrick waved a hand around the packed bar. “This. You can literally feel the energy in this place.”


    Bob smiled proudly as though his own child had been praised. The bartender reappeared and placed two neat bourbons and two bottles of beer in front of them. Both men took sips of their bourbon and chased it with a swig from their beers.


    “People ever get rowdy?” Patrick asked.


    “Oh hell yeah. But no fights. Never any fights.”


    “Never?”


    “No way. You don’t disrespect Gilley’s, and especially the Bears by fighting on a game night. That’d get you black-balled. People would sooner have their legs cut off than be black-balled from Gilley’s on game night.”


    Patrick smiled and took another sip of his beer. “I wish Philly fans could take a cue from this place.”


    “What you got in Philly aren’t fans …” And then, as though he had somehow timed his statement to coincide exactly with the start of the game, the bar erupted as the Hershey Bears skated onto the ice. Bob grinned and shouted: “These are fans!”


    Patrick smiled wide. He then followed his father-in-law’s lead and drained his whiskey (the grimace that instantly began the moment the abundance of warm whiskey hit his throat had no chance of reaching his face in a place like this, at a time like this—sorry, face), clinked bottles necks with him, then happily doused the fire in his throat and belly with a deep swig of his icy beer.


    Bob let out a satisfied gasp, wiped his beard, and immediately signaled the bartender for an encore.


    • • •


    The Hershey Bears defeated the Norfolk Admirals 4-1 in an experience Patrick wouldn’t soon forget. He screamed and cheered until his voice was raw, drank a heck of a lot (although he did have the presence of mind to ask the bartender to find a subtle way to stop sending him whiskey with his beer the moment Bob finally left for the toilet), and seemed to befriend every resident of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, in the span of three hours.


    With the game now an hour gone, the patrons at Gilley’s were filtering out. Some stayed behind, recapping the highlights of the game with mimic vigor, and some stayed to chase the liquid buzz they had so delightfully acquired during all three periods.


    Bob Corcoran was part of the latter. He waved the bartender over and motioned to both he and Patrick. Patrick eyed the bartender, who returned a faint nod before returning moments later with two beers and only one whiskey. Bob instantly leaned into the bar to object, but Patrick put a hand on his shoulder, patted it, and pulled him back.


    “It’s alright, Bob, I’m fine with just beer.”


    “That’s about the fifth time he dicked you on whiskey.” His voice was slurred, his eyes rimmed red and droopy.


    “It’s fine, Bob, really. Besides, someone’s gotta drive us home.”


    “Call Amy, she’ll pick us up.”


    Patrick raised an eyebrow. “Just how well do you know your daughter?”


    Bob burst out laughing. “She’s got you by the short and curlies, doesn’t she?”


    “If I call her now and ask her to pick our drunken asses up, she will.”


    Bob gulped his whiskey like it was iced tea and looked straight ahead. “That’s my little girl …” He took a big pull on his beer, gasped, “… tough as nails.”


    “You’re preaching to the choir, my friend.”


    Bob went suddenly quiet, his garrulous, drunken manner vanishing in an instant. “I’ve still got her,” he said.


    “What?”


    Bob turned to Patrick. His eyes, still droopy and red from drink, now shined with a glassy coat of tears. “I’ve still got my daughter. I’ve got her because of you.”


    Even if Patrick had the words—and he didn’t—he knew they’d never find a way out of his mouth. At least not at this precise moment. The incident at Crescent Lake had already been discussed. Some details withheld, some not. Hugs and more hugs had been given. Audrey Corcoran had cried. Amy’s older brother Eric had cried. But a man’s man like Bob Corcoran? Crying? Patrick wasn’t sure a man like Bob even knew how. Yet here he was, on the verge of real tears. Sure, the excessive booze was the likely catalyst, but since the day he met the man, Patrick imagined it would take a freaking crack pipe to burst his father-in-law’s dam.


    “Bob, I…”


    Bob put his thick hand on Patrick’s shoulder and squeezed hard. The dam cracked, and tears rolled down his cheeks, catching on his beard. “I’ve still got her because of you.”


    The words came to Patrick now. “You’ve got her because of me and her. She saved my ass just as much as I saved hers.”


    Bob took his hand off Patrick’s shoulder and wiped his eyes. “Yeah?”


    The Lamberts had told the Corcorans about Amy holding a kitchen knife to Maria Fannelli’s throat, threatening her life in front of Arty Fannelli in exchange for the freedom of her family. Unfortunately, the threat had backfired and resulted in gunfire—Arty shooting both Amy and his adopted mother. Amy had survived the wound thanks to Patrick’s appearance moments later, where he took out both Arty and Jim Fannelli in such brutal fashion (Jim dying instantly, Arty miraculously surviving) that Patrick often shuddered at the memory, sometimes genuinely questioning whether or not he had truly done such things to another man.


    But he was getting side-tracked now, letting his mind slip into that dark place he was constantly trying to avoid. He was here, at Gilley’s, about to divulge something to his father-in-law that he had never told anyone before. Amy would be pissed, but so be it. It was necessary. Yes he was buzzed, but he was not drunk like Bob. And Patrick felt—or at least his buzz felt—that Bob needed to know what his daughter had done. How if it had not been for Amy, his entire family would likely be dead. Patrick may have done the grisly work at the end, but Amy sure as hell did some grisly work of her own. Work that many would think even grislier—at least most men would.


    “If it wasn’t for Amy, I would have never been able to take those two guys out,” Patrick said.


    Bob gave a final wipe of his eyes and gulped his beer. He burped under his breath and said, “You mean when she pulled the knife on the mother? Made that threat?”


    “No—before that.”


    Bob frowned.


    Patrick swigged hard on his beer, second-guessing his decision to divulge.


    Fuck it.


    “She stuck a big metal nail file into one of the brother’s balls. That’s how she was able to get free.”


    Bob’s face dropped.


    Patrick leaned back on his stool, steeling himself for whatever may come … and it sure as hell seemed to take its time.


    And then finally, thankfully, an incredulous smile. “She did what?!”


    Patrick, relieved Bob’s reaction was seemingly one of delight, still found himself leaning forward quickly for a respectful shushing. Bob Corcoran was the antithesis of subtlety, and this was not a conversation that needed broadcasting. Patrick put a subtle finger to his lips then patted the air. “Keep it down, Bob. This is stuff even the media doesn’t know about.”


    “Why didn’t she tell me any of this?”


    “I imagine it’s not the kind of thing you voluntarily tell your father.”


    “Tell me everything.” Bob was beaming, and Patrick felt some discomfort from his father-in-law’s sudden zeal for the grisly report. Still, the man wanted to know, and his response to the previous information could have been a hell of a lot worse.


    So Patrick told as much as he could, with as little detail as he could. After all, despite Bob’s insistence on hearing “everything,” and despite Bob’s apparent show of pride for his daughter’s ass-kicking abilities, Patrick was sure Bob would not want to hear the intricate details of how Amy was forced to give Jim Fannelli a blowjob. Her secret intention of biting his dick off. The plan backfiring horribly. Amy then finding herself being forcefully stripped and bent over a dresser where the savior nail file clattered free, magically presenting itself for insertion into said nut sack. Patrick did, however, happily tell Bob that after Jim doubled over, gripping his wounded balls in agony, Amy hoisted a heavy lamp over her head and brought it crashing down onto Jim’s skull, knocking him “the fuck out.”


    Bob threw his head back and barked a laugh that made the remaining patrons jump. He slapped Patrick’s shoulder. “Then what?”


    Patrick shrugged. “You know the rest. She went downstairs, held the knife to the mother’s throat …”


    “And then got shot,” Bob said flatly, his smile gone.


    Patrick nodded slowly, confused. He couldn’t read his father-in-law’s sudden shift in demeanor. Surely it’s not accusatory? he thought. Not after the emotional thanks earlier?


    “That’s right,” Patrick said.


    “And then you showed up.”


    Patrick sipped his beer and nodded.


    “You were upstairs?”


    “That’s right. I was bound to a chair. Carrie cut me loose. We were all heroes that night, Bob. Me, Amy, and the kids.”


    “So you were cut free, came downstairs and … ?”


    Bob already knew this part, knew practically all of it, but much like an unforgettable night on the town, the desire for a second telling—and likely a third, and a fourth, and so on—seemed to change the status of events from utterly horrific to a celluloid gallantry. Patrick didn’t like it. It was all starting to play back in his head with a cruel clarity that defied time or alcohol—right down to the last spatter of blood and flesh that flecked his face as he murdered one man, and critically wounded another. His earlier hopes of avoiding the dark place were fading. He needed to end this soon. Amy’s bit had been told. No need to go further.


    Bob nudged him. “And … ?”


    Patrick took a deep breath, let it out slow, and in what was nearly a whisper said: “And I took care of the guy.”


    “Two guys,” Bob said. He seemed proud again. Proud of his son-in-law.


    “Well not at the same time. It was kind of one after the other.”


    “How’d you do it?” Bob asked.


    “What?”


    “How’d you take ’em out?” He held up a pair of fists and made a playful fighting gesture, nearly toppling off his stool in the process.


    Patrick reached out with a hand to steady him. “You know this already, Bob. Hell, it seems like the whole country knows.”


    Bob smiled. “Yeah, but no one knew about Amy and the nail file in the balls … ”


    Patrick sighed again. “I stabbed one and shot one,” he said quickly.


    Bob cocked his head, made a disappointed yet friendly face that asked for more. “Come on …” he crooned.


    Give him something, Patrick. Christ, anything so we can squash this.


    Patrick leaned in and whispered: “I bit one guy’s nose off.”


    Bob’s drunken slits for eyes popped wide. “You what?”


    Patrick looked around, saw that no eyes were on him, then lifted his shirt and showed the thick purple scar on his abdomen. Bob’s eyes zeroed in on it like it was a pair of tits. “I had just been stabbed; I was full of adrenaline … so I just grabbed the guy, bit his nose off, then threw him to the floor and shot him to death.”


    “Jesus …”


    Let it go now, Bob. Please.


    “I think you need a drink,” Bob said.


    Patrick held up his beer. “Got one.”


    “A real goddamned drink. A drink to pay my respects to you for saving my daughter’s life.”


    Bob’s voice was loud and it made Patrick cringe. He scanned the room quickly to see if anyone had heard. With the exception of a few locals clinging to the bar, and a big man sitting alone with a beer at a corner table, the place was fairly empty. No one seemed to have heard.


    Patrick leaned into Bob’s ear and spoke softly. “Okay—one last drink. Then I’m taking us home.”


    Bob slammed his hand on the bar and hollered for two shots of whiskey. The bartender gave Patrick a subtle glance, and Patrick returned a subtle nod. The bartender shrugged and poured their shots.


    Bob pulled out a wad of bills.


    “I got this, Bob,” Patrick said, shifting on the stool and reaching for his own wallet.


    Bob waived his hand away with the grace of a gorilla. “No way. You’re in my town. Your money’s no good here.”


    Patrick didn’t object.


    Let him pay. Just do the damn shots and go. Speaking of which …


    “Can I have the keys to the car, Bob?”


    Bob looked genuinely surprised when Patrick asked. “What for?”


    You don’t tell a man of Bob Corcoran’s ilk that he’s too drunk to drive. You’d be better off telling him he had a little dick. Patrick knew that. He weighed a response and settled on: “Because you had more to drink than I did.”


    Bob grinned. “I can make it home from Gilley’s with my friggin’ eyes closed.”


    Patrick chuckled and switched to a more placating approach. He had worked as a bouncer during his time at Penn State, and knew through experience that reasoning with a drunk was a lesson in futility. “I’m sure you can, but if we got pulled over …”


    Bob shook his head, still grinning. “We’ll take Woodmere; we’ll be fine.”


    The bartender brought the drinks, and Bob used the diversion to cut the conversation. He snatched one of the shots, handed it to Patrick, and then grabbed his own, spilling some onto his hand. He raised the glass. “To my son-in-law!”


    Patrick quickly leaned into his ear again. “Let’s just leave it at that, okay, Bob? Nothing about Amy or what happened.”


    Bob shrugged, and then once again, louder now: “To my son-in-law!”


    Patrick was not about to wait and see if Bob would leave it at that. He raised his glass and downed the shot in an instant.


    Bob gulped his own, gasped, and then slammed the glass down on the bar. He turned to Patrick and pulled him in for a titanic hug, nearly pulling Patrick clean-off his stool. “Thank you, son,” he said in his ear. And then again when they separated, both hands cupping Patrick’s face as though he meant to pull him in for a kiss: “Thank you, son.”


    Bob Corcoran had called Patrick son—something he had never done before. Son-in-law, yes, but never just son. Patrick knew Bob was very drunk, but he also knew true gratitude and sincerity when he saw it. It made his response all the more difficult; a lump had suddenly grown in his throat. “You’re very welcome,” he managed. Patrick then allowed a brief moment to pass before donning a playful smirk. “Now … can I please have the keys to the car … Dad?”


    Bob studied him.


    Patrick knew he had him on the ropes, and so he added—in the dreadful tone Amy both loathed and loved—a little Harry Chapin’s “Cat’s in the Cradle” with extra special emphasis on Dad and borrowing car keys, to finish him off.


    Bob finally gave a hearty laugh and admitted defeat. He dug into his pocket and handed over the keys. “You are one piece of work, my boy,” he said. “Just promise me no more singing.”


    “Yup—you’re definitely Amy’s father.”


    Both men laughed then stood from their stools. Bob knocked his over and started laughing harder. Patrick picked up the stool, thanked the bartender, and guided his swaying father-in-law out of Gilley’s.


    • • •


    John Brooks sat alone at a corner table. He’d heard the entire conversation between Bob Corcoran and Patrick Lambert: Earlier he had planted a bugging device beneath the bar ledge where the two men had hunkered down. He had planted the device when Patrick had gotten up to use the toilet and when Bob was busy shouting at the television, just after the Admirals had scored their one and only goal.


    The conversation was minimal at first. And even if it had been substantial, little could be articulated in John’s invisible ear-piece. The roar of the patrons was as good as a scrambler. But that was okay. It gave him time to study the pair; watch their body-language; observe their habits. Spot faults. Weaknesses.


    When the game ended and the crowd began to filter out, John heard more. He heard and watched it all: the Santa-looking fucker salivating with pride while Patrick told him how his cunt-of-a-daughter had jammed a nail file into his dead son’s balls. How Patrick had then bitten his son’s nose off before shooting him to death. How he had stabbed Arthur repeatedly.


    John sensed apprehension from Patrick when he had relayed the events of that night. If it wasn’t in his voice, it was in the way he shifted on his stool as he spoke. Truly he did not derive any pleasure from re-living the tragedy, contain any sense of pride for what he’d done. And that was good. It was a chink in the man’s armor. It showed a conscience. John Brooks’ only brush with conscience was when he had to spell it.


    “You want anything else?” his waitress asked.


    John shook his head and handed her two twenties. More than enough. “Keep it.”


    “Thanks, hon.”


    He waited for the waitress to disappear into the back before he stood and approached Bob’s stool. The bartender was wiping down the counter.


    “Never misses a game does he?”


    The bartender glanced up. “Who Bob? Not a chance. Rain, sleet, or snow.”


    John gave a smile. The bartender turned and started wiping the opposite end of the counter. John reached under the bar, removed the bug, and stared at it with bottled rage as though the tiny device in his palm was more culprit than transmitter for the atrocities he’d heard tonight.


    He ignored the bartender’s goodbye as he left.


    • • •


    John Brooks sat parked in Gilley’s lot, engine idling on a battered Dodge Dakota, bought and paid for in cash upon arrival in Harrisburg. He was playing back the conversation between Patrick and Bob on the hand-held device he had used to record the give and take. When it came to the part about Amy sticking a nail file into his dead son’s balls, John hit rewind, and played it again. He listened, immediately hit rewind, and played it again. During an attempted fourth run, John Brooks had a momentary lapse in restraint and squeezed until the device splintered in his hand, setting free a slice of plastic that pierced deep into his palm. He tossed the broken device to the floor, but did not pull the plastic shard out. He pushed it deeper into his flesh, swirling it, teasing his nerve-endings. The pain was good; it gave him a sense of control again. He pushed harder on the plastic, blood streaming down his arm, warm and sticky, pulling his sleeve to his skin like cling wrap.


    Better now, John Brooks pulled the plastic shard from his hand, wiped his bloodied palm on his jeans, and flicked the shard out his window like a cigarette butt. He pulled away from the bar humming “Cats in the Cradle.”




    18


    Patrick felt Amy straddling him but refused to open his eyes. He knew he’d be looking up at a devious grin that was more than ready to talk loud and jar the hell out of the bed that was his hangover crypt.


    “I know you’re awake,” she said.


    One eye creaked open. “Please let me die in peace.”


    She yelled: “What’s wrong, baby?!”


    The one eye snapped shut. He grimaced and moaned.


    She bounced on his chest. “Wake up, sleepy head!”


    Both eyes creaked open this time. “Why do you hate me?”


    Her grin was out of a cartoon. “Good morning, my love. How do you feel?”


    “You know how I feel. What time is it?”


    “Almost ten. I let you sleep in.”


    “Thank you. Any chance I could go to eleven?”


    “My dad’s been up since six.”


    “What? He was hammered last night. How the hell was he up so early?”


    “Up and playing with Carrie and Caleb by seven.”


    “The guy’s a freak. He had twice as much to drink as I did, and I feel like crap.”


    “Yeah, well, even though I take no pride in saying this, my father is what you’d call a functioning alcoholic.”


    “He wasn’t functioning too well last night. He wanted to drive home, you know.”


    Amy hung her head for a second. “Yeah … he’s like that. Taking his keys is like taking his machismo.”


    “It’s dangerous. He was really drunk, Amy. I mean, I’ll admit, I had a buzz going, so I’m not trying to act all high and mighty here, but to think of him behind the wheel, in the state he was in …”


    Amy rolled off Patrick’s chest and took the other side of the bed. She seemed to have no other answer but: “I know.” After a brief silence that Patrick wished would last an eternity, she asked, “How did you get his keys?”


    Patrick rolled onto his side and faced her. “I sang to him.”


    “Oh God. No wonder he gave them up. Poor Daddy.”


    “It worked didn’t it?”


    “Did you have fun?”


    “I did. It turned out to be a really good time. Things got a little serious towards the end though.”


    “I thought the Bears won?”


    “No, I mean between me and your dad.”


    Amy made a curious face and propped herself up on one elbow. “What do you mean?”


    Patrick had no intention of telling Amy he had divulged the taboo specifics about Crescent Lake to her father. Sure, he had to worry about Bob getting loose lips after a few too many somewhere down the road, but that was a bet he had no interest in handicapping right now, especially when it felt like his head was in a vice.


    “He started getting pretty emotional about what happened to us. He thanked me for saving your life. I told him you saved mine just as much as I saved yours. He liked that. He even cried.”


    “My father cried?”


    “Yup. He even called me ‘son.’ Twice. I got a little choked up myself.”


    “Aww, baby …” She snuggled in close and kissed him on the nose. “I’ll tell you what, I’ll leave you alone until eleven, then we have to get going. Caleb has an early appointment with Dr. Bogan tomorrow.”


    “I fucking love you.”


    She laughed, kissed him on the nose again, and left. Patrick was snoring a minute later.




    19


    John Brooks sat on the edge of the motel bed, cell in one hand, Hershey Bears game schedule in the other. He dialed his daughter’s number.


    “Hello?”


    “It’s me. We’re good. You’ll need to be here no later than seven tonight.”


    “You sound eager.”


    “I am eager,” he said.


    She laughed. “See? I told you we’d have fun.”


    He conceded with his usual grunt.


    She laughed again. “Seven tonight.”


    John hung up and checked the bandage on his right hand. The wound on his palm was still raw from last night. The rage suddenly flickered. He made a fist, squeezing until blood leaked through his massive knuckles. He opened his hand, looked at the Bears’ schedule again, wiped blood on it. His rage finally simmered when he entertained feeding the bloodied paper to Bob Corcoran tonight.




    20


    Monica stepped out of Gilley’s Tavern and lit a cigarette. She stuck the butt between her full lips and wrapped the lapels of her overcoat tight around her neck with both hands to shield the cold.


    Idling ten yards away, John Brooks waited anxiously in his daughter’s new BMW. Given their current surroundings, the recently acquired Dodge Dakota that looked as if it had been rolled down a mountain would have been far more apt in passing the anonymity test, but for tonight’s performance the spotless new BMW was a necessity: It would be playing the distinguished role of bait.


    John tapped the horn. She nodded towards the car and took a final drag of her cigarette, flicked it to the ground where it sparked orange then smoldered. She strolled unassumingly towards the car and entered.


    “He bought me a drink,” she said after shutting the door.


    “Oh yeah?”


    She smirked and began fiddling with the heat. “Sure did, the dirty old bugger.”


    “How much time left in the game?”


    “Not much. He’s pretty loaded already. If he has a few more after …”


    “He will—especially if the Bears win.”


    “Can’t see how’d they lose. They were beating Adirondack six to nothing when I walked out.”


    John allowed himself a small smile. “Perfect.”


    • • •


    Just past midnight, Bob Corcoran eventually swayed his way out of Gilley’s Tavern. John nudged his daughter. Monica sat up, instantly alert.


    “About fucking time,” she said.


    Father and daughter watched their drunken target manage his way towards a blue Ford Taurus. He dug for his keys, dropped them, bent down, and nearly tumbled scooping them up.


    “Wasted,” Monica said.


    John nodded, immediately hit reverse, and screeched out of the lot. They needed at least a two minute head start to prepare.


    Monica eyed her father playfully as he drove. “You better hope he takes Woodmere, old man.”


    John shot his daughter a look. He knew Bob Corcoran’s type—drinking and driving was not oil and water to a man like that. It wasn’t lemonade either. It just was. You drank—because that’s what you do—and you needed to get home. Designated driver? Fuck off. I can get myself home, thank you.


    Still, no matter how hammered, you weren’t completely stupid. You could take the quick route home, the route on the main road with dozens of street lamps and a cop aching to fill a quota around every bend, or you could be a clever little drunk and take the long way home down Woodmere Road … just as Bob had planned to do with his son-in-law last night.


    Not long after his stay at Gilley’s, John had spent a good portion of last night becoming familiar with Woodmere. He quickly found that the road held an allure for drunk drivers that was the epitome of a paradox: It was narrow and rough, lined with steep wooded embankments, and despite high beams, it was like finding your way through a cave with a dying torch. Yet after fifteen tactical runs last night, John Brooks had passed zero cars. Certainly no police. None hiding in dark corners either. And it made sense too: Why fish in a lake with no fish?


    Ten more runs were completed today to keep sharp. He’d passed only two cars this time, both going ten miles under the speed limit in broad daylight.


    And so now he did not, as his daughter joked, hope Bob Corcoran would take Woodmere. He was sure of it.


    “How sad it is when the delusional student feels they’ve surpassed the teacher,” he said to her.


    “Not nearly as sad as when the archaic teacher refuses to accept the fact that the seedling will ultimately grow taller than the one who planted it,” she retorted.


    “Keep dreaming, little sapling.”


    She grinned at him.


    He hit the accelerator and succumbed to a grin himself. It was fucking Christmas.
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    Bob Corcoran took Woodmere Road, just as he had done every night he left Gilley’s Tavern for the past umpteen years. Drunk or sober—and he was indeed drunk—he knew every hair-pin turn before he made it, every blind hill before he hopped it, every weathered stop sign before he slowed toward it. He knew the notorious embankments where even his drunken pride could not dispute anything over fifteen miles an hour. What Bob didn’t expect was for there to be a flashing car stopped twenty yards ahead, on the edge of one of those embankments. And he never would have expected such a car to be what looked like a brand-new BMW.


    “Talk about a hard-on in church,” he said aloud.


    He was hesitant to stop in his drunken state, but when a young woman who might have been the sexiest little thing his old eyes had ever seen stepped away from the car and waved him down, Bob pulled his Taurus right on over.


    • • •


    Monica had to hand it to her father; he had called everything to a tee. She watched the blue Taurus slow to a stop a few yards in front of her BMW, and waited for Bob Corcoran to exit.


    “Now you must be lost, young lady!” he called the moment he stepped out. He swayed on approach, the hazard lights on Monica’s car flashing rhythmic shots of a bearded smile as he got close. “Wait a second now,” he said, scratching his beard. “You were at Gilley’s earlier, weren’t you?”


    “Was I?”


    Bob scratched his beard again, smiled and said, “Ma’am, you can be sure I wouldn’t forget a face like yours.”


    Monica stepped closer, into the light. “That’s very sweet.”


    “Well, like I said, ma’am, a fella isn’t likely to forget a woman as sexy as you.” He looked at her car. “So I imagine you’re lost? Not many folks would come through here in a beemer.”


    Monica leaned against the BMW. “Bimmer,” she said.


    “Come again?”


    “It’s actually referred to as a bimmer. BMW motorcycles are called beemers. But I wouldn’t expect ignorant white trash like you to know that.”


    Bob’s smile slowly faded. He blinked several times. “I’m sorry?”


    Monica shrugged. “I called you ignorant white trash. And I don’t think your wife would appreciate you hitting on a woman half your age. How would you like it if my father hit on Amy?”


    If Bob Corcoran was confused before, his drunken head now looked close to short-circuiting. The pinnacle was when Monica dropped Amy’s name. He went to speak, but John placed a sudden hand on his shoulder and spun him.


    “That’s not a bad idea,” John said. “I could finish what my son James started with her.”


    It was all too much to register right away. Drunk or sober, Monica had expected the pause button to be hit. Expected Bob Corcoran to stare at her father, mouth open a crack in a state of wonder, brow furrowed as the pieces tried to come together. The fact that he was drunk only kept the pause button on longer.


    John slapped him.


    The blow rocked Bob on his heels. He quickly gathered himself and threw a right haymaker. John side-stepped the punch with ease, and Bob’s momentum nearly pitched him over.


    “Whoops!” John said.


    Monica laughed.


    Bob growled, turned, and dove at John’s waist for a tackle. He had a better shot at charging through a stone wall. John stood his ground and let the drunken man literally bounce off his massive frame. Monica laughed again. John glanced over at her and smirked. He then jerked Bob to his feet and spun him into a rear choke with his right forearm.


    Bob struggled and flailed, but had all the success of a rat in the coiled grip of a python. Monica continued laughing, felt the familiar tingle warming her belly.


    “Bob?” John said calmly into his ear. “Bob, hold still. If you keep trying to fight I’ll break your neck.”


    Bob stopped, panting wildly.


    “Good boy. I don’t want to hurt you if I don’t have to,” John said.


    Bob garbled a question beneath the weight of John’s arm: “The fuck do you people want?”


    John took a long cleansing breath before answering. “We want revenge, Bob. You see … Patrick, Amy, hell, even little Carrie and Caleb—they really fucked with the wrong family out there by Crescent Lake.”


    It all sunk in. Bob screamed and spat, stomped and kicked, reached and clawed behind him to get at John’s face. His fight was admirable, but John still held onto him with no effort, and Bob’s tank soon emptied. His back sank against his assailant in exhausted defeat. Monica laughed some more, but stayed put. This one was her dad’s.


    “We have to set things right, Bob,” John said. “Your cunt-of-a-daughter and cock-sucking son-in-law may have been lucky enough to visit hell once and return …” He gritted his teeth. “… but they sure as fuck won’t do it again.” He tightened his grip on Bob’s neck, placed his lips to his ear. “And you know what? I think I will do as my daughter suggested. I will fuck Amy. Your wife too.”


    John kissed Bob on the cheek then snapped his neck.
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    Back home, Patrick was dreaming about an alarm clock he couldn’t shut off. When Amy’s second elbow drilled into his side, coupled with a muffled yell into her pillow that sounded like “get it!”, Patrick abruptly left the dream world and discovered the stubborn alarm’s real-world accomplice was the telephone. He pawed blindly on his nightstand until he found it.


    “Hello.” His voice was soft and crackly.


    “Hi, Patrick. I’m sorry for calling so late.”


    Who was this? Was this Amy’s mother?


    “Audrey?” he said.


    Amy rolled over.


    “Yes, I’m sorry for calling so late,” she said again, “it’s just that Bob hasn’t come home yet and I’m starting to get concerned.”


    Patrick propped himself up on an elbow and looked at the alarm clock. The green-lit numbers were fuzzy. He blinked hard, stretched his eyes wide, and then looked again. 2:30 A.M.


    “Maybe the game went into overtime,” he said, swallowing a yawn. “The owners usually let him stay after hours. Did you try calling Gilley’s?”


    “I already did. They said he left hours ago.”


    Patrick sat up and clicked on the light. Both he and Amy squinted. There was only one thought in his head now, and he wondered if Audrey shared it with him. Likely, she was not concerned with infidelity—in the wave-less world of someone like Audrey Corcoran, infidelity, even if performed smack in front of her, would be quietly repressed until its status inexplicably reached the level of fiction—so what other line of thinking did that leave? Yes, Patrick was sure they were sharing the same fear. But he was damned if he knew how he’d voice such a concern. So he passed it off to Amy and handed her the phone.


    “It’s your mom. She says Bob hasn’t come home yet.”


    Amy took the phone and sat up. “Mom?”


    Amy listened, spoke, listened, spoke. Her voice was calm and decisive. Patrick watched his wife and thought about how life eventually came full-circle. Amy was the mother now; the nurturer, the one keeping it together. But then he had always suspected it had been this way in her family.


    “Just call the police, Mom,” she said. “I’m not saying anything’s wrong, but still, it’s our best option right now. Daddy probably just went to another bar to celebrate after the game.”


    Patrick wondered if Amy believed that.


    “Just call the police and tell them what you told me. They all know Daddy; I’m sure they’ll find him.”


    Amy talked and listened a little more, nodding with reassurance into the phone as though her mother could see her. “It’ll be okay, Mom. Call us back the second you hear something. I’m sure Daddy’s fine.”


    She hung up and looked at Patrick. Patrick was wearing his apprehension.


    “What are you thinking?” she asked.


    “I don’t know. I’m afraid to say it.”


    “Say what?”


    “Come on, Amy. I told you he wanted to drive home the other night.”


    “My father’s been driving home drunk from that bar since I was a kid.”


    Patrick couldn’t help but snort. “And?”


    Her eyes dropped, the flawed logic evident on her face. “I’m just saying I doubt that’s what it is.”


    “Look, baby, I hope it’s not that either. I hope he is at another bar. It’s just … I don’t know what else to think.”


    Amy looked away. She fiddled with the phone. It rang in her hands and she jumped. She answered immediately. “Mom?”


    Patrick watched his wife, studied her face—praying it didn’t droop or pale or burst into tears. He wanted a smile, a sigh of relief, an: “I told you everything would be okay, Mom.” But all he got was another:


    “Okay, well call us back as soon as you hear—”


    And then it suddenly came to him like the name of a forgotten song. Patrick blurted: “Woodmere!”


    Amy’s head whipped towards him. “What?”


    “Tell her to call the police back and ask them to check Woodmere Road,” he said.


    “Mom, hold on a second.” She covered the receiver with her palm. “What are you talking about?”


    “The other night your dad told me he would drive us home on Woodmere. At least that’s what I think he called it. Do you know a Woodmere Road?”


    “Yeah—it’s out of the way though. It’s all backwoods and—”


    “Well that was the point. I told him he shouldn’t be driving because he might get pulled over, and he said we’d be fine if we took Woodmere.”


    Amy put the phone back to her ear. “Mom? Call the police back and have them check Woodmere Road.” She listened then said, “I know, but can you just do it please?” She listened a little more. “Okay. I love you. Call us back.”


    • • •


    Patrick was in the bathroom taking a leak when the phone rang an hour later. He cursed his bladder and forced the stream out as quickly as possible, its splash making it difficult to hear Amy in the bedroom.


    Finished, he hiked up his boxers and rushed into the bedroom. Amy was still on the phone. She kept saying “okay” over and over in an even tone, and did not acknowledge Patrick standing eagerly in the bedroom doorway.


    She eventually said thank you, hung up, looked at Patrick and said, “My dad’s dead.”
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    Patrick and Amy arrived at the Corcorans’ just after 6 A.M. There were two squad cars out front, lights flashing on one of them. An officer was leaning against the cruiser with the flashing lights. He stood and adjusted his uniform when Patrick and Amy approached.


    “Morning. You Amy and Patrick Lambert?”


    Amy said, “Can I go see my mother?”


    The officer nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Go right on in.”


    Patrick thanked the officer and led Amy up the three short steps to the front door. He glanced at the black iron railings with the chipped paint and remembered telling Carrie to stop picking at them. The man they were waiting to see that night was now dead. As a child, Patrick always wished for a time machine whenever his luck went south. A way to go back and change things. It was a silly wish that even as a child he knew held impossible merit, yet still he wished for it all the same.


    He found himself wishing for it now. Just as he had done after the incident at Crescent Lake. Just as he had done after Oscar died. Lately, Patrick was getting really tired of wishing for a fucking time machine.


    The couple entered and spotted Audrey Corcoran sitting on the sofa, being consoled by a female officer. Amy immediately went to her. The two embraced and began crying.


    A third officer came out of the kitchen holding a cup of coffee. He extended his hand and Patrick shook it.


    “Sergeant Bennett,” he said.


    “Patrick Lambert.” He motioned towards the sofa where Amy was still hugging Audrey. “That’s my wife Amy—Bob’s daughter.”


    Amy glanced up at Bennett, and the sergeant immediately took off his hat and nodded.


    Amy kissed Audrey, whispered into her mother’s ear, then stood and joined Patrick and Sergeant Bennett. The female officer resumed comforting Audrey.


    “What exactly happened?” Amy asked, wiping away tears.


    The sergeant motioned the couple to join him in the kitchen. Patrick and Amy both nodded and followed.


    “So what exactly happened?” Amy repeated.


    Sergeant Bennett was curt but professional. “Your father went off one of the embankments on Woodmere Road. Car was upended when we found it by the river.”


    “And the other car?” Patrick said.


    Bennett shook his head. “As of now, it looks like no other car was involved.” He nudged his chin towards the kitchen window. It was fairly dark when Patrick and Amy had arrived, but dawn was now seeping in. “We’re going to have a better look in an hour or so to confirm.”


    “I don’t get it then,” Amy said. “If there was no other car…?”


    Sergeant Bennett glanced at Patrick as though looking for support.


    Amy said, “Look, I know he was drinking, okay? But, my dad, he …” Bennett opened his mouth to speak, but Amy suddenly continued, cutting him off with: “He was a good drunk driver.” She laughed pathetically at her own words. “I know how insane that sounds, but my dad—” Her voice cracked and she stopped.


    “Mrs. Lambert,” Bennett began, placing his coffee cup on the kitchen table. “I knew Bob. He was a good man. But he did like to indulge. Nothing wrong with that … except for when it’s time to head home. Now, I know you’re upset—and you have my deepest sympathies, you truly do—but I’m sure a rational woman such as yourself can agree that you can only play with a loaded gun so many times …”


    Amy looked at the floor. When she lifted her head, she asked: “You’re still going back to look again though, right? Back to Woodmere?”


    “Yes, we are. But, Mrs. Lambert?”


    Amy kept her eyes on the sergeant but said nothing, just folded her arms across her chest: a guarded gesture for him to continue.


    “I’m quite certain we won’t find anything new,” Bennett said. “I don’t say that to upset or discourage you—I say it because I owe it to you to be honest. I don’t want to instill any false hope. Your father’s blood alcohol level was very high. Woodmere Road, as I’m sure you know, is notoriously treacherous—especially at night. Now if you take those facts into consideration and look—”


    “How did he die?” Amy interrupted.


    Patrick squeezed Amy’s shoulder and said, “Amy …”


    She shrugged him off. “How did he die?”


    Bennett said, “Your mother already made a positive ID, Amy.”


    “Why can’t I know how my father died?”


    “His neck was broken,” Bennett said evenly.


    Amy took a sharp breath and looked away. Patrick tried putting his hand back on her shoulder. She let him this time. Still looking away, Amy gave one small appreciative nod and said, “Thank you.”


    With a sympathetic face, Bennett said, “You’re welcome.” He put his hat back on and tipped it to both Amy and Patrick. “I’ll be in touch. I can reach you here?”


    “Yeah,” Patrick said.


    Bennett frowned for a second. “Audrey mentioned she had grandchildren?”


    “They’re with my parents,” Patrick said.


    Bennett tipped his hat again and left the kitchen. Patrick could hear him give more condolences to Audrey in the living room before he told the female officer they were headed back to Woodmere. He heard the front door open and close. The house was now exceptionally quiet. Amy’s head was down, her eyes glazed—likely trying to process events that could not and would not be processed for some time.


    “Baby?” Patrick said.


    Amy blinked from her daze but didn’t look at him. “I should go be with my mother,” she said, beginning to walk past him.


    Patrick stopped her march and pulled her close. His chest burned with helplessness as she sunk into him and began to weep. Patrick wished for the goddamned time machine again.
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    Father and daughter sat across from one another in a small diner in Harrisburg—Monica drinking coffee, John shoveling down enough food for three men. They were both tired and needed rest, but the drug of adrenaline from last night’s event was still surging; sleep would be too difficult right now.


    “You’re not going to eat anything?” John asked, his mouth crammed with eggs and toast.


    Monica shook her head and sipped her coffee. John shrugged and continued eating. Last night had gone incredibly well. As individuals they excelled at what they did. As a team they were downright frightening. Staging the scene, posing the body, eliminating all traces, all tracks. It seemed almost effortless, and with a result that was flawless: According to the message that had recently come over Monica’s scanner, Bob Corcoran had killed himself by driving off an embankment on Woodmere Road. He had been intoxicated. End of story.


    “I want to find out about the funeral,” Monica said.


    John raised an eyebrow, chased a mouthful of pancakes down with milk. “You think we should risk it?”


    Monica looked disappointed with her father. “There’s no risk,” she said.


    “I’m not saying we couldn’t get away with it—we’ve just got a lot of shit on our plate. We need to be looking ahead.”


    Monica lifted her coffee and spoke just before the rim touched her mouth. “I’m going to the funeral.”


    John took a bite of his eggs and nodded. He understood. Watching them mourn, tasting their pain, knowing you were the one responsible for it all. The act of killing Bob Corcoran was only foreplay.




    25


    There was not much to say on the ride home. All the facts were in, and Patrick certainly wasn’t about to lecture Amy on the dangers of drinking of driving, not if he expected to get laid again before his 40th birthday. Besides, Amy was grieving, but hardly ignorant to the truth; she knew the fault lay with her father.


    Patrick had sensed anger from Amy when her brother Eric arrived from Akron shortly before they left. He’d sensed it from Eric too. Nothing was blatantly voiced between the two siblings; they shared this anger with the occasional glance or passive-aggressive comment intentionally flown over their mother’s radar, yet it appeared in flashing red to a receptive codependent like Patrick, and the message on this radar had been quite clear: Their mother was not strong. It was their father’s responsibility to look after her, his recklessness had needlessly taken his own life and left Mom alone. And they were pissed, and sad, and pissed.


    Patrick periodically laid a subtle eye on Amy as he drove, gauging her face, trying to determine if his instincts were correct. For now, he read only sorrow. He wondered when anger—voiced this time—might appear. Would there be a third phase after that? Acceptance, maybe? No. Amy was strong. Christ, strong was an insult. His wife was a goddamned oak. He was fairly certain she had accepted her father’s death shortly after hearing it confirmed by Sergeant Bennett when he’d phoned back earlier this afternoon. Perhaps anger and sorrow were the only two phases here, one as easily interchangeable for the other, depending on the day.


    He placed a hand on her leg. “How you doing, baby?”


    She stared straight ahead as she spoke. Her voice was neither angry nor sad. It was almost a dreamy, lazy tone, like talking after a long day at work.


    “I don’t know,” she said. “The usual, I guess.”


    “The usual?”


    She shrugged. “Well how do people usually feel after a parent dies?”


    “I would imagine it’s different for everybody.”


    She shrugged again. “I guess.”


    “So how are you doing?” he said.


    She looked at him. “I don’t know.” Her voice was still lazy, lacking inflection. “What do you want me to say?”


    Truth be told, Patrick wasn’t sure. Usually Amy didn’t need prodding in voicing her anxieties. He rubbed her leg softly, and in a tone even softer: “You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to. Just checking on ya. That’s all”


    She rolled to the left and laid her head against the seat. “I’m just so drained.” She closed her eyes. “We’ve been through so much …”


    Patrick rubbed her leg some more. “I know.”


    They drove the rest of the way home in silence.




    26


    Bob Corcoran was cremated while Patrick and Amy were back in Valley Forge, collecting Carrie and Caleb.


    Not the most devout of families, the Lamberts still periodically spoke of God and heaven with their children. Apparently Grandpa Corcoran had been called up to heaven sooner than expected to help God with making angels laugh. Patrick had thought up that little gem on the spot, and it did the job in satisfying Caleb with a perfectly logical explanation. Carrie was not so easily swayed. Her trademark skepticism shot forth an unrelenting supply of dreaded why’s? and but why’s? after each explanation, and it took a deeper pocket of gems from Patrick, and finally, some exasperated just becauses from Amy before Carrie finally accepted the fact that Grandpa Corcoran wasn’t coming back.


    The rest of the trip back to Harrisburg was quiet and sad.




    27


    A modest church in Harrisburg was stuffed to capacity. Bob Corcoran was indeed a popular fellow. The service over, Amy now felt a pinch of guilt in thinking the condolence line would never end. She would have to accept a million sympathies from a million strangers—beer-and-whiskey-swilling men a good number of them, the cold truth that they could have easily been the ashes in her father’s urn never once flickering across their bulbous, red faces—before she could go home and get some sleep.


    Patrick and Amy stood close together, Eric and his boyfriend of ten years next to them. Audrey at the very end. Carrie and Caleb were wandering about the church, interacting but not playing with the other children attending. Somehow their young minds, although not yet grasping the gravity of the situation, sensed that playing wasn’t right today.


    Patrick leaned into Amy’s ear before the next sympathizer approached. “How you doing, honey?”


    They were holding hands and she squeezed his and whispered: “Tired.”


    Patrick looked at the remaining line; it was still deep. “Your dad was a popular guy.”


    Amy only nodded.


    A balding, heavy-set man approached. Patrick bent to Amy’s ear again. “That’s the bartender from Gilley’s,” he said.


    Amy turned her back to the man and said to Patrick: “Maybe I should thank him for getting my dad drunk enough to kill himself.”


    “Honey,” Patrick quickly said with a hush face, his eyes tracing the church to see if anyone had heard.


    Amy gave an I don’t give a shit shrug, turned back towards the bartender, and did not acknowledge his condolences.


    More people came and went down the line. Amy glanced at her mother. She was not crying. Denial? In shock? Flipped her damn cookie? Amy moved a step behind Patrick, leaned forward and tugged her mother’s elbow. “How you doing, Mom?”


    Audrey Corcoran smiled. “It’s a lovely turnout, isn’t it? Everyone loved your father.”


    Amy said, “It’s okay to cry, Mom.”


    Audrey looked almost shocked at the suggestion. “Oh, Amy, stop it.”


    Amy knew Patrick overheard. “What the hell?” she whispered to him after returning to his side.


    “Honey, she did cry. She’s been crying for days,” he said.


    “But this is his funeral.”


    Patrick rubbed the small of her back. “Everyone grieves differently.”


    Amy took in Patrick’s words and looked at her mother again. She seemed proud. Beaming, almost. And it all kind of made sense. Her mother lived in a bubble—nothing bad ever truly seeped in; she wouldn’t allow it. Whenever bad news was given, responses were automatic, uplifting, and painfully empty.


    “Everything’ll be fine, honey, you’ll see.”


    “I pray for you every night, honey, you’ll be fine.”


    “Oh well … what’re you gonna do? … it’ll be fine …”



    When Amy and her family had returned from the ordeal at Crescent Lake, it was her father who had made the fuss.


    “Goddamned sons of bitches, hope they rot in hell. Try and take my babies from me …”



    Audrey had remained mostly quiet, save for a few of her automatic responses here and there. Most of her attention had been geared toward the children—likely because they were not capable of popping her bubble. Their youth did not threaten with questions or comments that demanded sincere feedback. They were happily distracted with sugar and television. And so was Audrey.


    So looking now, Amy realized her mother was not in denial or shock or flipping her cookie. She was being herself, living in her world-less world. And so Amy reached behind Patrick and tugged her mother’s elbow again. “Sorry, Mom,” she said. “It is a lovely turnout.”


    Audrey smiled at her daughter as though she had complimented her dress, then turned to face the next person in line.


    Amy took a huge breath, cheeks puffing, then let it out slow. She glanced towards the large oak table by the exit. People were standing around the table, smiling and pointing at pictures of her father. Some were bent forward signing the grandiose guest book Patrick had bought.


    “People are signing the guest book,” she said to him.


    Patrick smiled down at his wife and kissed her forehead.


    A big man stepped in front of Amy and Patrick. He was an inch or two shorter than Patrick’s six feet-three inches, but had Patrick well beat on shoulder width and chest depth. Amy thought the big man looked uncomfortable in a coat and tie, as did many of the other men. But unlike them, whose buttons and seams struggled to contain bellies and chins, this man looked as if he could tear his attire clean off his torso with nothing more than a quick flex of his muscles.


    The big man took Patrick’s hand first. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said. Patrick thanked him, and the big man pulled Patrick into a powerful hug, patting his back hard.


    Patrick laughed and politely forced his way out of the man’s arms. “How did you know Bob?” Patrick asked.


    “Gilley’s,” he said.


    The man took one step left and fronted Amy. He held out his hand and Amy took it. It was thick and rough. “I’m very sorry,” he said to her. And then suddenly, the man began gnawing on a fingernail on his free hand, grimacing as he worked. “Sorry,” he said once finished. “Hangnail.”


    Amy fought a puzzled look. She exchanged subtle glances with Patrick who looked equally puzzled. The big man moved down the line.


    “Hangnail?” Patrick whispered to Amy.


    “Dad’s friends,” she whispered back. “He looked about as comfortable in that suit as he would a straightjacket.”


    Patrick smiled. And then his eyes dropped and he blushed. Amy instantly saw why. Ordinarily she would have been hit with a twinge of jealousy, but on this occasion, Amy granted her husband a pardon. The woman standing before Patrick was stunning. Even Amy felt like blushing.


    The woman extended her hand and Patrick took it. She then extended the other hand and cupped Patrick’s hand whole. She looked deep into his eyes and Patrick blushed again. Now Amy was a little jealous.


    “I’m so sorry for your loss,” the woman said. “I truly am.” She kept hold of Patrick’s hand, still staring into his eyes, unblinking.


    Amy immediately put her arm around Patrick’s waist and pulled him close. Mine! “How did you know my dad?” Amy asked.


    The beautiful woman let go of Patrick’s hand and turned to Amy. “I met him a few times at Gilley’s,” she said, taking Amy’s hand now, a one-handed, limp offering, the antithesis of what she’d given Patrick. “I’m sorry for your loss.”


    “Thank you,” Amy said with a quick, lipless smile that appeared just as suitable to follow “bitch.”


    The beautiful woman returned a smile, hers full and true, and then left the line and headed towards the exit. She stopped by the guest book, signed it, and left.


    “You can roll your tongue up now,” Amy said.


    “Oh stop,” Patrick said.


    “You were blushing.”


    Eric leaned over. “If I was straight …”


    Amy shot her brother a look.


    Patrick smirked at Eric and then rubbed Amy’s neck.


    She shrugged him off. “Whatever. I’ll tell you this though: no way that girl goes to Gilley’s. She’d stand out like a Victoria’s Secret model at a sci-fi convention.”


    Patrick laughed. “Maybe your dad was having a little thing with her.”


    Amy spun towards Patrick, her scowl like a knife slashing at him. She saw on his instantly somber face that he regretted his words; his censor button was on the fritz again. She loved—and always would love—his dry wit, but she was still jealous of the beautiful woman, and, well, this was her father’s funeral for Christ’s sake. A few months later? Maybe she’d smirk or chuckle at his quip. Right now? Patrick was knocking on the front door of the dog house, and by the look of him—the appropriate face of a shamed dog through and through—he knew it. And she knew he knew. And even if she wasn’t really that pissed off at him, she was going to make him sweat for awhile.


    “I’m sorry,” he said.


    She ignored him and checked on her mother again.


    • • •


    John Brooks and his daughter, Monica Kemp (no disguises today—flawless dark eyes, flawless dark hair, appropriate yet alluring dress painting her flawless body black), walked towards a beaten Dodge Dakota parked in the church’s lot.


    “You think you’re pretty funny, don’t you?” she said.


    “What?”


    “Hangnail?”


    John began pulling at his tie. “I was going to ask if she had a nail file I could borrow.”


    Monica smirked. “I know you were. I’m glad you showed some restraint. That would have been a little too obvious, Daddy-O.”


    They entered the Dakota. Monica lit a cigarette and pulled deep on it. “That was fun,” she said.




    28


    Patrick wondered if he was still a potential resident of the dog house during the quiet ride back to Valley Forge, which, odd as it may seem, was just fine by him. He really didn’t know what to say to his wife. Amy’s father was officially dead and gone. Bringing up the hows and whys of his death would be unnecessary and taboo. Bringing up the good times, the good memories, was too soon. The only thing that seemed logical was a periodic rub of the knee followed by a soft: “How you holding up, baby?” These mostly went unanswered, and sometimes got a shrug followed by a long look out the window. Despite the lack of receptivity, Patrick knew they still meant something. Amy had once told him, after a particularly difficult episode with one of her girlfriends (Patrick had given a simple response to her dilemma, as though the answer was self-evident), that he didn’t always need to fix things—sometimes she just wanted him to listen.


    This was no easy task for Patrick. He was the fixer in the relationship. His own trepidations and worries be damned, Patrick would always assure his stressed wife that all was well and that he would fix things, even if he didn’t have the slightest freaking clue how. He did not do this with robotic replies from someone like an Audrey Corcoran, but with logic (even if Patrick sometimes had trouble believing that same logic himself) and reassurance. And it always seemed to do the job: Amy would feel better.


    This dynamic of their relationship was never more apparent than during the ordeal at Crescent Lake. In hindsight, the writing was on the wall from day one: so much unbelievable bad luck leading up to the tragedy that it simply couldn’t have been a coincidence. Amy had been wary. She’d wanted to leave. Patrick had assured her—again, despite his own misgivings—that all was well, that they were just having shitty luck, that he would protect her if worse came to worst. But by the time worst did come around, it was too late—Arty and Jim Fannelli had sunk in their pre-meditated claws, and hell was about to ensue.


    Patrick liked to think he’d learned from that experience. A hell of a way to learn, but learned nonetheless. Always trust your gut. If it feels wrong, it is wrong. After being discharged from the hospital in Pittsburgh months ago, Patrick and Amy stopped for gas on the ride back to Valley Forge. A young man had asked Patrick if he went to Penn State because of the blue lion emblem on the back of their Toyota Highlander.


    Arty Fannelli had kindly asked Patrick that same exact thing during their first encounter.


    So Patrick answered the inquisitive young man with a right hook that sent the kid tumbling into an unconscious heap. A bit over-the-top, but he’d rather knockout a million maybes than let one yes fuck with his family again.


    Trust your gut. Trust your gut when it comes to the bad stuff. That was the lesson learned. And learned he did.


    So what do you make of this then, Patrick? he thought. How does your gut feel?


    If he was honest with himself, he would admit that a fleeting thought had entered his mind earlier. First Oscar and now this? Is it happening again?


    But that was impossible and he knew it. No need to reassure himself or Amy on this one. Oscar was their fault. Bob was Bob’s fault. There was no need to convince Amy that the boogeyman hadn’t returned; he just had to reassure her that the pain of losing her father would dissipate over time, he would always be there for her, and that he loved her very much. And he welcomed that—it was a cake walk compared to the hell he had to deal with months ago.


    He rubbed her leg again. This time she gave him a small smile. Patrick felt confident the dog house would have a vacancy tonight.
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    For the first couple of days, blame had been in abundance. This brought the anger. To Amy and her brother Eric, what had happened to their father felt no different than suicide—his reckless behavior had been selfish, leaving those who loved him behind to suffer in its wake.


    It didn’t last long though. Anger soon melted into sadness, and Eric and Amy were left with the acceptance of who their father was. Bob Corcoran was not a difficult read. His manner, his lifestyle, his beliefs—all on the table the first five minutes you met him. A fortune teller’s wet dream. And it didn’t take a fortune teller to see the potential for such a tragic end to the man. Perhaps only Audrey Corcoran was blind to it. Intentionally blind of course. Patrick wondered—fascinated by the mind’s ability to block a reality that consistently smacked you in the face—if Audrey would now, in quiet moments of reflection, admit that what had happened to her husband was something she could have seen from miles away, years ago. Or was she such a deeply repressed, suppressed, (depressed?) woman that Bob could have blown his freaking head off in their living room, only to have Audrey immediately and forever blame the gun and not the finger that pulled it. Yes—Patrick believed that. If Audrey had a gripe with anyone in her little bubble she called life, then it was not with her beloved Bob. It was with the booze. The booze was responsible. The booze was as deadly as the damned gun. Never mind Bob’s choice to always drive drunk. To always take Woodmere. If it wasn’t for the booze, those two factors would have been immaterial. The booze was responsible.


    Patrick remembered seeing a segment on some news show a few years back. A twenty-something kid had blown his head off with a shotgun because his character had been killed off in one of those popular online video games. The segment then milked grieving shots of the mother, blaming the video game for “killing her baby.” Of course the mother was suing the mega-successful game for millions, but that wasn’t the point was it? The game had killed her only son!


    When the news crew had gone to the boy’s apartment following the tragedy, Patrick could distinctly remembered one member of the crew holding his nose upon entry, and it wasn’t the remnants of a dead body that had the crew member wincing. It was pizza boxes, burger wrappers, Chinese takeout cubes, half-eaten anythings stacked as high as book cases and spread throughout the small apartment, forming a revolting maze of sorts. The boy had been a shut-in. Had been living in this squalor for months. Job? He had quit his job six months ago so he could play the game day and night. Where was mom during all of this? Patrick remembered wondering. Did you drop in on him at least ONCE during his deep spiral downward? Christ, a blind stranger could have entered the apartment and at least SMELLED something was amiss. But no, you’re right lady; it was the video game that killed your son. His shit was wrapped very tight. His mental stability was as sturdy as an teen’s first boner. The GAME is what put that shotgun into his mouth and blew his head clean off his shoulders. Yup. The game.


    “Hey! Are you listening?” Amy said.


    Patrick snapped to, the hazy images of the news program disappearing. “I’m sorry, what?”


    Amy shook her head and gulped the last of her coffee. She turned her back to him and got a refill from the pot on the kitchen counter. Patrick leaned against the kitchen bar, watching his wife’s back, knowing he’d been caught in one of his notorious daydreams. He was a cerebral guy, Patrick was. Amy loved that about him. Quite often, however, it made him drift when drifting was not appropriate. Now was one of those times.


    Amy faced him again. She was drinking the coffee black, something she usually never did. “I was saying how Carrie and Caleb don’t seem to realize what happened to their grandfather.”


    “I think that’s somewhat normal at their age, honey.”


    Amy frowned. “Carrie sobbed for days when Oscar died.”


    “That’s a little different.”


    “What?”


    “I’m not saying it’s more significant, I’m saying it’s different. Try and think like a seven-year-old for a second.”


    “A dog dying is more important than a grandparent?”


    Amy’s grief was blocking any chance at rationalization. In any other situation, with any other family in the same boat, Patrick felt she would have comprehended what he was getting at without further elaboration.


    “Of course not. You know that, and so do I. But does a seven-year-old child who spent every conceivable moment with said dog know it? She saw Bob how often? Once a month? Maybe less? She’s too young, baby. Remember what Dr. Bogan said about stages of development in children? The ego-centric phase? Carrie’s world stops at the tip of her nose. Oscar was part of that little world. You can’t expect her to absorb the severity of something like this. She’s not capable yet. It’s way beyond her reach at this stage of her life. And of course Caleb is even less capable.”


    “So you’re saying if it was your parents, then they’d be sad?”


    “Did I say that?”


    “You implied it.”


    “Well if I did, it was unintentional. And for the record, no—I still think Carrie would have wept more for Oscar than my parents if they were to have suddenly died.”


    Amy put her coffee cup down, covered her face, and started to cry.


    Patrick pulled her close. He had been waiting for this. Amy had yet to truly let go. He hugged her tight and periodically whispered reassurances to her. She sobbed into his chest for a long time.




    30


    Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania


    Arty in his holding cell, lying on a cot, staring at the ceiling, not seeing the ceiling, seeing only the woman who visited him in the hospital months ago, fantasizing about what she had planned, believing she was the real deal the moment he looked into her eyes, certain when he got word of his adoptive mother’s death, and then, absolutely certain when he got the card in his stack of mail this afternoon.


    The game wasn’t dead. He should have known better.


    Jim’s death had deflated him. The news of his adoption had all but crippled him. For a time he had to face the likelihood that he was not unique, was not an exception to the rules. Facing life in prison was a cold beer and big tits next to this revelation.


    But now. His sister. The woman who could be Jim’s twin. Monica, she called herself. In that one brief encounter between the two, she gave him hope. She would resurrect the game. Arty no longer cared about being an exception to the rules. He was still unique. Still special. How could he not be? Lying half-dead in a hospital, facing an eternity in prison, your brother dead, your life over, and then … and then, a visit from an angel, assuring him he would have his vengeance. Assuring him that he was not done; there was a future.


    Arty was not a religious man, but he believed in evil. He was evil. And to believe in evil he supposed one must believe in good. Was it God and Satan? He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. But he knew something wanted him to continue his work. Something wanted him to continue the game. And if there was a God, he was betting it wasn’t him.


    He rolled off his cot, lifted his mattress, took out the card, and read it again. It was a sympathy card. The officers couldn’t make sense of it when it had arrived. They had brought it to Arty, asking him what it meant. At first, Arty hadn’t known either. The officers were wary—there was no return address on the envelope. The card wasn’t signed.


    “It’s fucking addressed to you in a county jail. How could you not know what it means?” they’d asked.


    Arty had just shrugged. He truly didn’t know. He didn’t know anyone named May. And if he didn’t know May, he certainly didn’t know her father.


    The officers stuffed the card back into its envelope and winged it between the bars, hitting Arty in the shoulder. “Well enjoy it. It’s all the fucking mail you got today.”


    Arty had read the card, frowned, and then set it aside. He didn’t get it. He had been in the holding cell a few weeks since leaving the hospital and had gotten all sorts of strange mail during that time. Admirers of his work, death threats, love letters—all straightforward in their intent. This was the first that made no sense. Why the hell should he care if some woman named May lost her father? The messenger hadn’t even left a name. A whacko, he had eventually surmised. Some schizo who would probably swear in court that his hamster told him to mail the damn thing. Satisfied, he’d picked his book back up, found the dog-eared page, and resumed reading. He got one sentence in, then slammed the book shut, snatched the card, and read it again:


    May.


    May’s father.


    May’s father had died.


    There was a line about the importance of family.


    Family was underlined twice.


    May.


    Amy.


    May = Amy.


    Amy Lambert.


    Amy Lambert’s father had died.


    Family was underlined twice.


    This was a message from his sister.


    His sister had killed Amy Lambert’s father.



    And now Arty sat, reading the card again and again, caressing it, smelling it. Trying to imagine how it was done, how badly the Lamberts were suffering from the loss. The flutter in his belly was so intense it teased his throat, threatening to bring up this afternoon’s lunch.


    He carefully placed the card in its home beneath his mattress, lay back down, and resumed staring at the ceiling, not seeing the ceiling.


    Unique. Special. How could he not be?




    31


    6:30 P.M. Patrick entered the mudroom and couldn’t kick his shoes off fast enough. Exhausted, tie already pulled loose, briefcase feeling like a fifty pound dumbbell—it wasn’t Miller time, it was Glenlivet time. Neat, healthy, and straight to the face. Oh and keep the bottle nearby, please and thank you.


    Caleb leapt from his hiding spot behind the dividing wall of the family room and attached himself to his father’s leg once he came into view. It was ritual, but Patrick always feigned surprise, looking as though he had just gotten the fright of his life. Caleb looked up at his father with loving brown eyes, a big giggling grin, and suddenly Patrick didn’t need that scotch as much as he thought. He dropped his briefcase, bent and picked up his son.


    “How’s it going, brother-man?” he said.


    Caleb told his father that he had drawn a picture of a giant bug eating a car in nursery school today. Patrick kissed his son, smiled, and wondered how Dr. Bogan would interpret that one. He set Caleb down and glanced over at Carrie in the family room. His daughter lay smack in front of the TV, hands under her chin, eyes wide and reflecting the screen’s images, seemingly oblivious to her father’s arrival.


    “Hello, Carrie,” Patrick hummed, expecting no reply. He nearly fainted when she muttered a “Hi, Daddy” in return, although taking her eyes off the TV was simply out of the question.


    “Where’s Mommy?” he asked.


    Caleb pointed through the kitchen and into the adjoining room towards Amy’s office before flopping next to his sister in front of the TV.


    “Why don’t you guys see if you can actually press your eyeballs to the screen?” Patrick said as he walked towards Amy’s office. Both kids blanked him.


    Amy swiveled away from her computer screen and faced her husband when he entered. She tilted her chin up as he bent forward for the kiss. He noticed an empty martini glass next to her computer.


    He nudged his head toward the glass. “We doing happy hour?” His tone was pleasant, but he could not hide his curiosity. Amy was no virgin when it came to drinking, and it was not unusual for her to have a glass of wine or two in the evening, but a martini? Patrick knew she liked them, but he struggled to recall a time when she ever drank them at home.


    “What?” she said. Her cheeks and nose were flushed, and it wasn’t from embarrassment. Patrick wondered if that empty glass had seen a refill or two before he got home.


    “Nothing,” he said. “I just can’t remember the last time you drank a martini.”


    “I always drink martinis.”


    “Yeah, when we go out …” he said. “I’ve never seen you drink them at home.”


    “Well so what? I felt like one.” She swiveled back to her computer.


    Was he making a big deal of this? Her father’s funeral was only a few weeks ago. Maybe this was all a normal part of the grieving process. His day at work had been rough and he was looking forward to a stiff drink himself when he got home. Did that make his curiosities hypocritical? Maybe. Except it was not uncommon for him to drink scotch at home. It was uncommon for Amy to drink martinis at home.


    Stop, Patrick, he thought. You’re thinking too much. You ARE making too big a deal.


    Perhaps he should join her? Or would that be playing the enabler? No—joining her would show he wasn’t making a big deal, that it was okay to have a martini or two or three if she wanted. Hell, as long as they didn’t get wasted in front of the kids, he started to think he would join her.


    Patrick began rubbing her shoulders. “I’ll tell you what. How about I go fix you another, pour myself a scotch, and then I’ll come back in here and treat your feet to the massaging of a lifetime.”


    Amy still faced the computer, he continued kneading her shoulders. “What do you think?” he asked.


    “The kids haven’t eaten yet,” she said.


    “I’ll make dinner. I’ll do some chicken nuggets with mac and cheese. They’ll be in heaven.”


    He leaned in and kissed her neck, waiting for her to turn towards him with a devilish smile and then plant a good one on his lips after the irresistible offer to fix her another drink, cook dinner for the kids, and the crème de la crème: the foot massage.


    Instead she shocked the hell out of him when she stood and said, “No, that’s okay,” and left the room, taking the empty martini glass with her.


    When a stunned Patrick eventually wandered back into the family room, Amy was sitting in front of the TV sipping a fresh martini. She glanced over at him and asked: “Are you still going to do dinner?”


    Patrick mumbled something that was meant to be “yes,” then turned and waded into the kitchen. Now it kind of felt like a big deal.


    • • •


    Amy lay in bed, an open book propped on her chest. The words were fuzzy from too many martinis, and she couldn’t concentrate. But it didn’t matter. The book was a prop, a visual aid to let her husband know that she was sober enough to read (she wasn’t), and that she didn’t feel like talking (she didn’t). She knew her behavior this evening was odd, and for the moment, even she didn’t understand why she had behaved the way she did. But she could figure that out tomorrow, and more importantly, they could talk about it tomorrow. Tonight was all about getting her drunken butt to sleep ASAP with as little drama as possible. She had considered rolling to her side and faking sleep, but Patrick would know she was faking. He’d know.


    So she lay there, words of the book in and out like a camera trying to focus, listening to Patrick tucking in Caleb, and then Carrie. Listening to Carrie asking to leave her door open, then to leave the hall light on. Listening to Patrick say yes to the door, no to the hall light. Listening to Carrie fake a frightened moan. Pleased to hear when Patrick called her bluff, told her to go to bed, and switched off the hall light.


    Patrick walked into the bedroom. She kept her eyes on the book but watched him from her periphery. He did not look her way. Was he pissed or worried? They had not truly talked at dinner; their attention was overtly diverted to the children, making sure food was eaten and manners obeyed, even when it was and they were. An occasional question about his day at work from Amy was asked, and a reply about the rigors of the upcoming presentation, now one month away, was given. There had been no inflection in either of their voices. They were both empty, seemingly rehearsed through years of mundane routine. Except Amy and Patrick didn’t have that type of relationship. There was no boredom. Routine, yes—they had a family after all, so some routine was unavoidable. But there were no mundane, ritualistic motions repeated day in and day out as they pined away for a secret life from one another. They were each other’s life. This awkwardness at dinner may have passed without scrutiny in the eyes of a stranger, but for those that knew the couple well, it screamed conflict.


    Amy watched Patrick undress down to his boxers and toss his clothes in the hamper. He still did not acknowledge her when he disappeared into the bathroom. She heard the faucet running, Patrick brushing his teeth, gurgling with mouthwash, spitting, running the sink a final time. Here he comes.


    Patrick stepped out of the bathroom and joined her under the covers. He lay on his back and looked at the ceiling. Wait for it, Amy thought.


    “So what’s up?” he asked.


    Amy paused a moment, then laid the open book flat to her chest and turned towards him as though she had just been interrupted in the middle of an engrossing scene.


    “What?”


    “You can put the book away now, Amy. I doubt you can even focus on the damn words.”


    She loved him, but for a split second she wanted to whip the book down onto his face for knowing her as well as he did. Instead she tossed it to the floor.


    “Why are you making a big deal out of a few martinis?” she asked.


    He rolled to one side and faced her. “You know it’s not that—I offered to make you another one.”


    “So then what’s the problem?”


    “I want to know why you blanked my offer. I want to know why you’re pissed at me.”


    “I’m not pissed at you.”


    “Then what? I offer to make dinner, make you another drink, and then offer you a foot massage and you turn it down? Then you go and make your own drink and wander off to watch TV? What am I to think?”


    “Well don’t think, okay? For once, just don’t think.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “Just don’t … overanalyze everything so much.”


    “Amy, I … fine, I’ll admit, I tend to overanalyze sometimes, but come on … even a caveman would be biting his fingernails over this.”


    Amy thought of the Geico commercials with the prejudice towards cavemen, and before she could stop herself, her drunken mouth let out a giggle.


    Patrick frowned. “What the hell is wrong with you?”


    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” She forced her smile down. It surfaced again for a second, and then she pressed her hand to her face and got it back down for good.


    There was a long, very awkward pause.


    “So are we going to talk or not?” he asked.


    Now she rolled to him and they faced one another.


    “Patrick, I swear there’s nothing wrong, okay? I’m not mad at you. I don’t know why I did what I did.” She shrugged a shoulder when she added: “I wanted a drink. A strong drink, you know? I was edgy and feeling a bit down. I was thinking about all the bullshit we’ve been through this past year, and then I was thinking about Dad.


    “Your offer was very sweet, and you know ninety-nine times out of a hundred I would have gladly taken you up on it. But tonight I just, I don’t know … I wanted to be left alone I guess. Maybe it’s a part of grieving.” She rubbed his shoulder and looked sincere when she added: “Baby, I swear I’m not mad. Please leave it at that. I just needed some alone time. I know that’s unusual for me, but tonight I needed it. That’s all. I still love you as much—more—than I ever did. I swear everything’s okay.”


    Patrick’s eyes crinkled with a soft smile. He ran his fingers through her hair. “Okay,” he said. “I just love you so much. I was worried.”


    She rubbed his shoulder some more. “I know.” She leaned in and gave him a small kiss. “Goodnight.”


    Amy rolled away from him and clicked off the light on her nightstand. She stayed on her side, away from him, and wondered if he would try and cuddle up to her. She was conflicted just then: She wanted him to because it would mean she had convinced him all was well, and had put the matter to rest, and she didn’t want him to because she still felt like being left alone.


    Patrick rolled onto his back, reached over and clicked off his own light. He remained on his back and didn’t try to cuddle. Amy reached behind her and took hold of one of his hands, squeezed it, and then held it there. They fell asleep that way.




    32


    “Going on a trip?” co-worker Steve Lucas said when Patrick walked into the office kitchen the next morning for his third cup of coffee.


    Patrick glanced at Lucas as he stirred in some sugar. “Huh?”


    Lucas pointed to his own eyes, then to Patrick’s. “Looks like you got some extra baggage there,” he said, a smirk following his dime-store wit.


    Patrick didn’t have a problem with Steve Lucas. The guy was annoying, but tolerable. However, after only a few hours sleep and yet another colossal day looming ahead, he felt the sudden urge to throw his steaming coffee into the man’s face.


    “Didn’t sleep too well,” Patrick said.


    “Are you still on schedule?”


    Patrick tossed the wooden stirrer in the trash. “No, it’s not that.” He sipped his coffee. “I just didn’t sleep too well.”


    “Maybe you need a Megablast instead of coffee.” Another proud smirk. “Have you even tried the stuff yet?”


    Patrick shook his head and sipped more coffee. “No. Amy and I went out with a younger couple awhile ago and they kept ordering us Red Bull and vodka. I don’t think either of us slept for a week.”


    Lucas kept smirking. “So you’re hyping a product you won’t even touch yourself?”


    Patrick imagined scalding him with the coffee again. The smirk was quickly losing its harmless status and venturing into the realm of patronizing dickhead. “It’s called advertising, Steve. We don’t have to love the product—just hype it.”


    Lucas chuckled, opened the fridge, took out a small bottle of orange juice and started shaking it. “Well I hope you eventually get some rest. And it might not hurt to try the stuff at least once before the big day. Could only help. If it was me, I’d be drinking a bottle of the crap while I was giving my presentation.”


    If Steve Lucas hadn’t been so pre-occupied with the new foreign language software company he’d recently been working with, Patrick might have guessed that he was trying to worm his way in on the huge account that was Megablast: the first all-natural, all-day energy, almighty heart attack in one 16-ounce can. Patrick had lied to Steve. He had tried a can—of course he had. And after about twenty minutes, when he was sure he could feel his pulse in his teeth, Patrick wondered if cocaine wasn’t a safer option—and at $8.95 a can, a cheaper one too.


    But in this field, it was all irrelevant. Patrick’s job was to propose a marketing plan for any and all things that came his way. Who cares he liked it or not? It was his job to make it shine, and he liked his job. In fact, dare he admit it, it was the products he didn’t care for that were the most fun to market. They produced the biggest challenge. And Megablast was indeed a challenge, especially when you considered the dozens of energy drinks that already flooded the market. The key selling point on Megablast was that it was “all-natural”—whatever that meant. Patrick was very aware of all the ingredients in Megablast, and was also humble enough to admit that he hadn’t heard of, nor could hardly pronounce, two-thirds of them. “All-natural,” in this particular market, seemed a very subjective term. But that was the main angle he was going with—among others—and he was determined to make this stuff look like it had been poured from the Holy Grail itself. If he succeeded, his already promising status within the company would climb that much higher.


    But there was still lots to do. His presentation as of now was akin to a jigsaw puzzle that was complete around the edges—it was the shape of a picture, but the middle still needed work, still needed to be put together just right until it began to look like something beautiful.


    And this is one hell of a big puzzle, he thought as he settled into his office chair and clicked open a document on his PC. One hell of a big puzzle.


    Patrick sipped his coffee, yawned, and then went to work.




    33


    Patrick was still yawning at a quarter to five when the phone on his desk rang.


    “Patrick Lambert.”


    “Hey, baby, it’s me,” Amy said.


    She sounded pleasant. Downright happy. It filled him with a wonderful sense of relief and he could feel the remainder of last night’s anxiety melting away.


    “Hey, honey. How’s my girl?”


    “Good. I’m standing outside Friday’s right now. Me and a few of the girls decided to go out for happy hour. Would you mind picking up Carrie and Caleb on your way home from work?”


    The relief was short-lived. Of course he had no problem with Amy going to happy hour with friends; she did it from time to time. But it seemed wrong after what had happened last night. And then Amy’s words came back to him, as clear as if she had just spoken them over the phone:


    (“Just don’t … overanalyze everything so much.”)


    So he tried not to. “Happy hour, huh? You aren’t still hurting from last night?” His tone was pleasant but forced. He was walking that exceptionally thin line between pleasant and passive aggressive. He steeled himself for a defensive reply.


    Except Amy’s response was anything but defensive; it was just as happy as her initial greeting. Happier even?


    Because she’s been drinking.


    “Oh stop,” she said playfully. “So can you get the kids? They’re next door with the Lehman’s.” She slurred a little when she spoke the last sentence. Many might have missed it. Patrick spotted it immediately.


    Not even five o’clock yet and she’s got a buzz.


    (“Just don’t … overanalyze everything so much.”)


    Patrick closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose when he said, “Yeah, I can get the kids. What time do you think you’ll be home?”


    “I don’t—hold on.” A pause, followed by the muffled then blaring sounds of bar noise as Amy re-entered the bar. Amy yelling over the noise: “Hey! HEY! HOW LONG DO YOU THINK WE’LL BE HERE?” A woman yelled something back and Amy laughed. She was still laughing when she came back to the phone and said, “We have no idea.”


    “Well how are you going to get home?”


    “WHAT?”


    Patrick pinched harder on the bridge of his nose. “HOW WILL YOU GET HOME?” he yelled back, drawing a few looks from colleagues outside his office.


    “I’ll get a ride. Sarah’s not drinking.”


    Patrick wouldn’t testify in court, but he was fairly certain he heard a woman shout: “YEAH RIGHT!”


    “Amy, I —” He stopped himself. Did he need to point out the obvious? Her dad? Last night? She had to have sensed his concern. But then again, she was on her way to being drunk, and those considerations have the uncanny ability of dissolving with each new drink that slides down the chute.


    “What?” she said. And then, her mouth away from the receiver, apparently addressing her crew: “SHUT UP! I CAN’T HEAR!” More laughter. “Say that again, baby?”


    “Nothing,” Patrick said. “I was just telling you to have fun and be safe.” His voice was intentionally flat—a somewhat shameful attempt at getting her to shed the party girl for a second and send some reassurance his way.


    “Thanks, baby. See you tonight. Love you.”


    Patrick said “I love you too” into a dead line. He hung up and stared at his desk without blinking for a long time.


    • • •


    Patrick was going over some notes on the kitchen table. It was after ten, the kids were asleep, and Amy wasn’t home yet. He had read the first page of his notes at least ten times. Actually, this was a lie. He had never gotten to the end of the page. He would get halfway, sometimes a quarter of the way, and then his mind would wander and he’d go back to the beginning. He remembered Amy with the book propped up on her chest last night, pretending to read, trying to draw attention away from the issue at hand. Was he so different now with his notes? He was getting nothing done. The notes were a prop, just like Amy’s book had been. He wanted an excuse to be at the kitchen table, to be in plain sight when she walked in the front door. Their motives might have been slightly different—she using a book to dilute her intoxication and steer away from heavy conversation, he using his notes as an excuse to appear working as opposed to waiting for her like a worried father whose daughter was past curfew—but if you got down to it, they were both doing something they loathed: they were playing games. After so many years together, after knowing and loving each other more than they loved themselves, did they really need the book and the notes as catalysts to get awkward moments up and running? Why was a straightforward approach still so difficult? Patrick wondered. Amy could have waited for him to walk into the bedroom last night and immediately unburdened herself without the book, and Patrick could now be waiting at the kitchen table with nothing but a cup of tea, rightfully concerned about the well-being of his wife.


    Patrick heard the automatic garage door begin its metal churn and his worry instantly clicked to anger. She had driven home.


    Screw the notes—he needed no prop in the face of this sudden discovery. He pushed back his chair and thumped towards the mudroom, waiting for her to emerge from the garage entrance. Amy’s only saving grace at this point would be if one of her friends entered with her after offering to drive the car home.


    Amy entered the mudroom alone.


    “Hi,” Patrick immediately said.


    Amy’s head shot up and she placed a hand to her chest. She burst into a giggle. “Oh my God, baby, you scared me.” She was drunk.


    “Amy, what the hell?”


    She swayed as she took off her coat and hung it on one of the hooks lining the wall. She turned back around and the coat slid off the hook and onto the floor. She didn’t notice. “What?” she asked.


    “You’re drunk, and you fucking drove.”


    “I’m not drunk,” she said. She did not look concerned by his accusation—her reply was spoken as innocently as someone saying they weren’t hungry.


    “Yes you are. I thought you were getting a ride home?”


    “I did—I was … but they left.” She spoke this with an air of certainty, as if it all made perfect sense.


    “Your friends left you there? They left you to drive home?”


    Amy shook her head intently and swayed. “No—no, no. Sarah was going to take me home, but I started talking to this other girl, and we became friends.” She stopped there, once again seeming to presume it all made sense, that Patrick could surely fill in the remaining pieces.


    “What the hell are you talking about? What girl?”


    Amy walked past him into the kitchen. She reeked of alcohol. She spoke over her shoulder as she took a glass from the cupboard and filled it with water from the faucet. “Just some woman I started talking to. She was really cool. All the girls wanted to leave early, so this woman said she’d drive me home. The girls met her. They thought she was cool too.” She drank the entire glass of water in one go.


    Patrick’s head was spinning. It made sense and it didn’t. “But you drove home. You drove home.”


    “I know—bitch left me there.”


    “She did? A complete stranger?” He put a hand on his chest in mock surprise. “I’m stunned!”


    “Whatever, Patrick.” She rolled her eyes, turned and placed the glass in the sink.


    “Why didn’t you call me?” he asked. “I would have picked you up.”


    “What about the kids? Who would have looked after the kids?” she said.


    “I could have gotten at least half a dozen neighbors to stay here with them while I got you. You know that.”


    Amy made a funny face. “That would have been embarrassing.”


    “And if you came home in a police car? How would that have been?”


    She began pleading her case. “Look, I had a ride, okay? Sarah was gonna drive me. But they left because this other girl said she would drive me. And then she left. What else was I supposed to do?”


    “You should have called me,” he said. “You should have called Sarah. Why didn’t you call Sarah to come back and get you?”


    “They had already left.”


    More absurd logic. Patrick was angry. Yes, Amy had the grief card to play, but the horrific irony in utilizing it after such a situation would have likely prohibited even the most wasted of individuals from using it. But Amy did use it—sort of.


    “Look, I know I fucked up,” she said candidly. “And I know with what happened to Dad it seems especially bad, but …” She shrugged. “I just fucked up. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again, okay?”


    Patrick stared at her. She stared back, defiant, as though mentioning her father had given her a pass for her recklessness—a different, and in Patrick’s opinion, worse version of the grief card.


    “Okay?” she said again, her eyes still frustratingly defiant.


    Patrick said, “I’m going to bed.” He left the kitchen and headed upstairs.


    Amy joined him in bed twenty minutes later. Patrick was rolled over onto his side away from her. The lights were off, save for the lamp on Amy’s nightstand that he had graciously left on. Pissed as he may be, he didn’t want her stumbling in the dark and banging her head on something.


    Amy stripped down to her panties, did not brush her teeth, and then clumsily crawled into bed without saying a word. Patrick heard a drunken snore in less than a minute. He didn’t fall asleep until well after two.


    • • •


    Back at Friday’s, Monica Kemp approached the bar and ordered a vodka martini. She had not disappeared as her new friend Amy had thought, merely stepped into the ladies room, switched the blonde wig for a red one, her blue contact lenses for green, and then changed all of her clothes. When she emerged from the ladies room she might as well have been a new patron who’d only just stepped foot into the restaurant. She even sat across from Amy at the other end of the bar and did not receive even the slightest gaze of recognition when their eyes met.


    When Amy eventually gave up and paid her tab before swaying out the door, Monica followed. When Amy got behind the wheel, Monica smirked. Her only feeling of sorrow came when she realized she would not be able to hear, nor see, Patrick’s reaction to his drunken wife’s entrance, mere weeks after her father’s alleged drunk-driving death.


    Still, it had been a pretty good night. Monica had kept the drinks coming for Amy, knowing it wouldn’t be long before small talk about work and men and whatever would gradually dip into talk of personal despair—when the truth-serum known as alcohol made strangers into best friends and a tragic tongue uninhibited. Monica had listened to an emotional Amy with a practiced, somber face. She listened to her weep about Oscar the dog, about her father dying. Amy had even mentioned Crescent Lake. Nothing major though. Monica sensed that an entire bottle of tequila wouldn’t have pried open the particulars of that treasure. Amy just gave a quick, brief summary (Monica feigned surprise when she heard, stating she had read about it in the paper and seen it on the news. “That was you?” she’d asked, biting back a smile).


    But still, despite getting a generous helping of Amy’s pain at the bar, Monica really wanted to bear witness to the train wreck that would inevitably transpire once Amy stumbled into the house—alone. The whole set-up had been an unexpected and opportune masterpiece on her part, and she wanted to see it to the very end, damn it.


    Oh well—it was a luxury she would have to do without. She tongued an olive from her toothpick and supplemented the remainder of her time at the bar reminiscing about favorite kills.




    34


    Amy woke just before noon the next day. Her head throbbed and her mouth was dry and gross. The sheets clung to her hot and sweaty skin that seemed to get hotter and sweatier with each wave of nausea that washed over her.


    She rolled to one side and glanced at the clock on her night stand. 11:54 A.M. She sat bolt upright in bed, threw off the bed sheets and stood. The room swayed and her stomach was suddenly in her throat. She felt the horrible pooling of saliva in her mouth that meant only one thing: Mrs. Amy Lambert would be having a face-to-face date with the toilet, and if she didn’t hurry, she was going to be dreadfully late.


    • • •


    Patrick’s eye luggage was accumulating by the minute. Steve Lucas had quipped about it again when they crossed paths in the office kitchen that morning, except Patrick was less cordial this time. In fact, he did not even respond, merely flashed Steve a look that burned, and when a guy Patrick’s size gives you that look, it’s time to take your lame jokes elsewhere. And Steve Lucas did, post haste.


    Patrick sat as his desk, blowing on his fourth cup of coffee. His stomach burbled, wanting to be fed, but Patrick could never eat when he was upset. He marveled at people who shoveled it down under periods of stress. He was the exact opposite. Even something as simple as juice seemed akin to swallowing cotton. So he had skipped breakfast and planned on skipping lunch. His stomach and head—he always got headaches when he went too long without eating—would no doubt complain incessantly, and his energy and performance today would suffer, but hell, he was pretty damn stressed. And after what had happened with Amy last night he had a damn good reason to be. Last night hadn’t been a mild disagreement about wanting to watch the Eagles game while Amy wanted to go for a Sunday picnic instead. That type of debate was almost always resolved before dinner (and usually resulted in Patrick taping the game and avoiding all forms of media and technology so as not to hear the game’s result while he and Amy went on the damn picnic).


    The truth though? He never minded the picnics. Sure, he wanted to watch the Eagles game. Sure, he bitched and moaned a little. Yet somehow he always ended up having fun. Because he loved his wife. And he loved spending time with her. No other person on the planet could make him smile the way she did. No other person could make him belly-laugh the way she did. After years of marriage she could still make his stomach flutter when she emerged from the bathroom to model a new dress for a night out on the town. And after years of marriage he still masturbated to his wife. Most friends he confessed that fact to looked at him as if he was clinically insane—you jerked off to the idea of strange pussy, not your friggin’ wife for Christ’s sake. And yet whenever Patrick was alone and had the urge to treat his body like an amusement park, his fantasies always came back to Amy. He might start with a Victoria Secret model, or maybe some online porn, but it always finished with Amy. He didn’t know why. Was that true love? Or was it the simple fact that his wife was just flat-out smokin’ hot and their sex was great? It was all three, no doubt, except that notion of true love always felt like the winner, always seemed to burn brightest.


    And that was why his stomach now burbled, grumbled, and gurgled. It was why his head ached. Why his eye luggage was accumulating. Patrick was worried. Amy had come through okay—or as well as anyone could—from the tragedy at Crescent Lake. They had all started to make small but steady steps in the right direction.


    And then Caleb filled her slippers with tacks, shredding her feet.


    And then Oscar died.


    And then her father died.


    Patrick wondered if Amy—his strong, very strong, wife—was possibly reaching her breaking point. Their psychiatrist had recommended medication after Crescent Lake. Nothing serious, just small doses of antidepressants, or perhaps the occasional benzodiazepine to calm you during extreme moments of anxiety when the inevitable nightmare or flashback occurred. Amy flat-out refused. Her kids were the Prozac, her husband the Xanax.


    She was not anti-drug, and she believed wholeheartedly in counseling, psychology, and cognitive behavioral therapy. But Amy had later explained to Patrick that she didn’t want to use the drugs because if she did, then somehow the Fannelli brothers would win. She hadn’t been able to elaborate much further on her reasoning, it was just something she felt. Patrick had had a hard time grasping where she was coming from, and periodically asked her to elaborate. Finally, she came up with an impressive metaphor that seemed to explain her reasoning fairly well:


    “I want to win the gold medal without steroids,” she’d said.


    Still a little gray to some perhaps, but damn good as far as Patrick was concerned, and he’d let it go at that.


    Now, he feared her will was cracking, giving into the pressures in order to win that metaphoric gold. Perhaps alcohol was becoming her steroid. A drug that required no prescription and would not label her a hypocrite by succumbing to the medication she had once vehemently opposed.


    He was worried, felt justified in his worry, yet his wife’s words still played in his head often:


    (“Just don’t … overanalyze everything so much.”)


    But God damn it. God damn it. If she’d only gotten a ride home that night, he could have chalked the whole thing up to a night out with the girls that got a little out of hand. No problem. The night before? She wanted a little alone time, a few drinks by herself to mourn her father. Again, no problem—it could all be rationalized.


    But she hadn’t gotten a ride home. She drove. Drunk. And now Patrick didn’t know what to think. He prayed it was a freak occurrence—a serious and horribly ironic lapse in judgment, something that would never happen again. Patrick had showered, shaved, dressed, and gotten the kids off to school this morning without Amy so much as lifting an eyelid: She was sleeping the dead sleep of the very drunk. And if he knew his wife, when she did wake, she would feel like death. He counted on that. If his words could not make a dent—he had yet to talk to her today; he assumed (hoped) she was still asleep and not avoiding him—then perhaps one hell of a hangover could.


    Patrick turned away from his computer and stared at the phone on his desk, willing it to ring. He would not call her, damn it, she would call him.


    More games, Patrick?


    He mumbled, “Shit,” picked up the phone and dialed Amy.


    • • •


    Amy sat slumped over the kitchen table, her throbbing head propped up with one hand, her second cup of black coffee in the other. A silent mantra of “never again” played repeatedly, its gun-point promise bringing zero relief each time her stomach hitched and she felt a third cuddling session with the toilet bowl may be in order.


    She had screwed up. Boy, had she screwed up. Last night was fuzzy, but the big parts, the serious parts, carried unavoidable clarity. Getting wasted was no big deal. Everyone’s done it. Driving home while wasted? Huge deal. After what happened to her father? Huge deal with a side order of idiot. Boy, had she screwed up.


    She wanted to call Patrick. She wanted to call him the moment she sprang upright in bed and realized what time it was, realized what she’d done last night. Unfortunately, excessive vomiting followed by excessive guilt took precedence. Even after the vomiting, the guilt was still strong. The shame. She was ashamed to call Patrick. He had obviously gotten the kids off to school and himself off to work without waking her, and this made the guilt and shame that much stronger. She envisioned Patrick tip-toeing around and keeping the kids quiet so as not to wake Mommy. Telling the kids Mommy wasn’t feeling well, she had a stomach bug. The kids feeling worried for Mommy. Caleb wanting to go in to check on her.


    Never again, never again, never again, never—


    Should she call him? What would she say? Nothing really to say other than sorry and forgive me a zillion times. She would sound pathetic, but then, she felt pathetic. And she was definitely in the wrong—no denying that whatsoever. She could justify the martinis and aloof behavior the other night, no problem. In fact she had justified it, and it wasn’t bullshit. No justifying this though. She would plead guilty and hope for leniency.


    Amy pushed back her chair and walked into the living room. Her cell phone sat charging on the coffee table. She stared at it. Maybe he’ll call me. Maybe he’ll soon get worried if he doesn’t hear from me. She closed her eyes and sighed. You’re playing silly games, dummy. You need to pick up your phone and call your—


    Her cell phone rang and she jumped. The phone read: Patrick/Office.


    Amy’s face went sunburn hot, her heart thudded in her chest, and for the first time in her life, she was scared to talk to her husband.


    • • •


    Amy’s phone rang three times before she answered it. Patrick was prepared to leave a voicemail, but when his wife’s voice greeted him, he suddenly had to regroup and prepare for a conversation—no easy task when your mind is already in message mode and the subject matter is as awkward as it was.


    “Hey,” he greeted her. His voice felt sturdy, as he’d hoped. “How are you feeling?” Had it been the night after a party where she’d indulged safely, such a question would have been asked with devilish delight, an unmerciful bout of teasing endlessly following.


    None of that today.


    “Awful,” she said.


    “Sick?”


    “No… well yeah, sick-awful, but … awful-awful.”


    Patrick knew what she was alluding to, but he wanted to hear it. “What do you mean?”


    He heard her sigh. Then: “I’m so sorry.”


    Patrick stayed quiet.


    “I don’t know why I did it,” she continued. “It was a mistake. It was more than a mistake. But believe me, nothing you say could make me feel any worse than I’m feeling right now.”


    He wanted to let loose, to let her know that her reckless behavior might have left him a widower and their kids without a mother. He wanted to know how, how could she possibly do such a thing after what happened to her father? He wanted to know, and he wanted to rant. Instead he remained quiet. What would ranting or an endless barrage of questions she’d already confessed ignorance to accomplish anyway? Besides, the main question Patrick wanted answered could not be given with words. It was something only time would reveal. In his heart he believed she would never do it again, but still, only time.


    “Patrick?” she said.


    “I’m here.”


    “What are you thinking?”


    “I think you already know. Do you really want to hear it?”


    Softly, she admitted: “No.”


    “I’m not gonna lie though, Amy—” He rarely called her Amy. Found it too melodramatic when others used it in serious debate. Today it was out of his mouth without consideration. “—I am a little worried about you.”


    Patrick readied himself for some resistance. He got nothing.


    It’s the hangover, he thought. A colossal hangover coupled with major guilt is a punch in the gut that just won’t go away.


    Amy said, “I know.” And then once more: “I’m so sorry.”


    A promise to never do such foolishness again (even though he’d admitted to himself only moments ago the futility of such words) would have been nice to hear, but in a way he supposed she was saying it without saying it. Patrick was then surprised to find he was suddenly glad she hadn’t resorted to such promises. Had she done so, the words would have been empty, like an addict promising he would never use again, reeking of bullshit to clear the air long enough until the next fix was secured. Patrick knew his wife too well. He knew she would not taint an apology like this with predictable and hollow promises, even if it happened to be the most truthful promise she might ever speak.


    Patrick pinched the bridge of his nose, squinted hard, and then blinked several times in an attempt to stem the headache that had been with him since morning. “It’s okay, baby,” he said, realizing just then that he had called her Amy earlier. “Why don’t you go take some ibuprofen with a big glass of water, then go lie down for a bit.”


    “I can’t—I have to go get Caleb soon,” she said. “Guess that’s my penance, huh?”


    “No. If you tell him that Mommy doesn’t feel well he’ll be as quiet as a mouse when you get back. Now, when Carrie gets home …”


    He heard her groan into the phone. He chuckled. A good ten second pause followed.


    “So are we good?” she eventually asked.


    “We’re good.”


    “I truly am sorry, baby.”


    “I know.”


    “I love you.”


    “I love you too. I’ll see you when I get home.”


    Patrick hung up and sat for a moment, replaying the conversation over in his head. Content it went about as well as a conversation like that could, he spun back to his PC and started to do some actual work on the Megablast account for the first time that day.




    35


    John Brooks lay on his motel bed watching a nature program about crocodiles stalking and killing their prey. He watched the deadly reptiles and drew comparisons between them and himself and his daughter:


    The crocodile would glide beneath the murky water, undetected by its prey taking a drink by the riverbank. The crocodile would glide closer, undetected still. It would then wait. Lie and wait from below for as long as it took. The perfect moment. The perfect strike. The perfect kill.


    This was Monica.


    And when those powerful reptilian jaws snapped shut on its prey, and the desperate, futile struggle would ensue—the blood, the carnage, the up-close-and-personal joy of destroying your victim …


    That was him. That was John.


    Of course he and his daughter were not completely night and day. They did share the most significant trait of all: the trait of truly loving who they were and what they did. No bullshit psychology or FBI profiling about what caused their behavior required. They were born. The end. This was even more evident now with the discovery of Arthur and James. It was in their blood. John’s family was put on this earth for the purpose of bringing death and misery to others—and enjoying the hell out of it.


    A knock on the motel door shook John from his thoughts. He had been staring at the television but hadn’t taken in a thing since his mind began churning. The nature program was now over and some guy in a light blue suit was asking for donations.


    John reached under the pillow next to him and gripped the handle of his custom M1911 pistol. “Who is it?”


    A female voice, deep and stern. “Police. Open up.”


    “Okay, gimme a second.” Gun in hand, John eased off the bed and crept towards the door. He turned the lock slowly, slid the chain out of its track without a sound, then pressed himself flat against the wall behind the door. He turned his head towards the bathroom and cupped one hand against the side of his mouth to throw his voice. “Come in.”


    John watched the door handle slowly turn. Watched the door ease open. He gripped his M1911 tight, ready, waiting.


    The door was completely open now, John behind it. He did not risk peeking through the crack by the hinges. That would be expected. He stayed put, flat to the wall, straining to hear anything significant. He heard distant traffic, the wind, someone slamming a car door in the parking lot.


    The subtle click of a gun.


    John whirled from his spot and thrust his own gun into the open doorway.


    Nothing.


    And then the sound of an empty chamber clicking repeatedly from below. He looked down and said, “Ah shit.”


    Monica lie flat on her back, head at his feet, her own gun pointed up at her father’s groin, an impossibly wide grin on her face.


    “I believe this now makes it two-nothing, me,” she said, still on her back, still pointing the gun, still grinning like a kid.


    John thought of the crocodile lurking below the surface, invisible, waiting to strike. He couldn’t help but smile back.


    • • •


    “Old, Pops … you’re gettin’ old,” Monica said as she flopped onto the motel bed and propped her head up with both pillows.


    “What’s this two-nothing crap?” John said. “When was the first?”


    “At your cabin—when I beat you to the draw with the bum. I could have popped you too.”


    “I told you, I knew you were there.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Right.”


    He sat at the foot of the bed. “What happened last night?”


    Monica put both hands behind her head, a smirk starting. “An opportunity presented itself.”


    “Such as?”


    “I was following her. She strayed from her usual routine and wound up at a bar with her yuppie chums. I stayed close by, and after a few drinks her body language told me the conversation had down-shifted, and that she was now venting to her friends. I turned up my earpiece and got it all. She was whining about Patrick overreacting to her drinking so much the night before. Apparently she’d been mourning her father.”


    “Shame,” John said.


    “A tragedy,” Monica said. “So anyway, she’d apparently ended up drinking a bunch of martinis by herself that night and got pretty drunk. She was justifying it all to her friends at the bar, claiming she was sad, wanted a drink and some alone time to grieve, it wasn’t that big a deal, but Patrick was making it a big deal, overanalyzing things like always …


    “Eventually her friends said they wanted to leave, but I could tell she didn’t; it was obvious she had a decent buzz going. So I slid down the bar and started chatting her up, bought her a few rounds, and then convinced her stupid friends that I’d make sure she got home okay.


    “So her friends left, I kept getting her wasted, and then I eventually went to the ladies room and did a quick change. When I came back to the bar I sat directly across from her. She stared right at me a few times—no recognition whatsoever.”


    “Probably because she was so drunk,” he said, dangling the bait.


    She took it, intent on dangling her own right back. “Jealousy is for the weak. Still, I can’t blame one’s jealousy when his only capable transition is from big oaf with hat to big oaf without.”


    John rolled his eyes and mimed jerking himself off. Monica gave a disgusted look. He smirked then asked, “So then what?”


    “Waited a bit, watched her grow impatient, and then …”


    John’s eyes lit up. “She drove home?”


    Monica beamed.


    John started clapping, threw his head back and barked a solitary laugh. “Fucking brilliant. Goddamn, you amaze me sometimes, girl.”


    “Thank you, thank you.”


    “What was the final outcome?”


    “Well I imagine Mr. Patrick Lambert was none too pleased when his wife got home.”


    “You didn’t follow?”


    “No.”


    “Well what if she never made it home? What if she got into an accident or pulled over or something?”


    “Really? You’re really asking me that?”


    “What?”


    “You telling me you’d be disappointed if any of that happened?”


    He paused for a second, then said, “Yeah, okay. Still, we don’t know if she got home.”


    “She did. I swung by there this morning when Patrick left for work. Her car was in the garage.”


    John stood, strolled to the room’s only window and looked out into the parking lot. “So what now? Arrange another incident like last night?”


    Monica shook her head. “No. The damage has already been done—let it fester. She won’t be able to have even the most casual of drinks from now on without Patrick having an anxiety attack.” She placed her hands back behind her head. “Shame we can’t run some kind of practice intended on pulling families apart as opposed to keeping them together. We’d have a line out the fucking door.”


    John said, “We’d be the next Freuds.”


    “Freud was a sexist pig. I’ve never envied a penis in my life, thank you very much.”


    John snorted. “You fucking women should just know your role.”


    Monica pulled one of the pillows out from behind her head and threw it at him. He caught it and laughed.


    “So—what do you think the next move should be?” he asked.


    “Amy slurred something last night about Patrick and some big advertising account he’s working on. I want to look into that.”


    “Trial’s getting closer,” he said.


    “I know.”


    “You don’t think we should focus on that?”


    “You can’t multi-task? Besides, this family is resilient—we can keep bending them awhile.”


    “As long as Arthur does the final break.”


    “Have we met?” She lit a cigarette. “You forget who found Arthur in the first place.” She exhaled a long stream. “First losing your touch, and now senility?” She shook her head and gave him a pity smile. “Sucks to get old.”


    Rattlesnake-quick, John snatched his daughter by the ankle and yanked her off the bed as though she were a doll. In seconds Monica was pinned to the floor, his knee in her back, one hand clamped under the chin, the other to the hair on the back of her head.


    “Should this senile old man who’s losing his touch go snappy-snap?” He gave her head a slight turn with both hands. “You see, you might be the croc beneath the water, but we’re out of the water now, and you’re stuck in this croc’s jaws.”


    His hand still pressing against her chin, Monica spoke through clenched teeth. “What the fuck are you talking about? Get off me!”


    John slowly turned her head until it would no longer give. One quick twist and she’d be gone.


    “What’s the score now?” he asked.


    Monica grunted and snorted, her breathing labored from the knee in her back.


    “What’s the score now?” he asked again.


    She managed: “You win, you win!”


    John smiled and hopped off. “I’m not giving you credit for the cabin,” he said. “That was bullshit. So right now we’re tied, one-one.”


    “Fine.” Monica gradually stood, dusted herself off and rubbed her neck. She spotted her lit cigarette on the bed, picked it up and held it out in front of her father. “See? This is how you start fires.”


    “Well if you didn’t smoke in the first place then it wouldn’t—”


    She flicked the cigarette into his face. John flinched away and she immediately slammed a kick into his groin, dropping him to all fours. Monica bolted from the room, her laughter echoing throughout the parking lot as she gunned her engine and peeled away.


    One hand on his aching balls, John slowly got to his feet and shut the motel door. He turned back towards the bed and with a proud smirk, muttered, “Sneaky bitch.”




    36


    Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania


    Arty lay on his cot, reading a piece of fan mail. He did not read the letters to boost his ego, he read them for amusement. These faceless drones were trying to connect with him, to relate to him, as if they were actually peers. It was laughable.


    Arty heard an officer approaching. He put the letter on his chest and looked up at the clock. Lunch time.


    The officer appeared in front of Arty’s cell carrying a tray that held a sandwich, a bag of chips, and a small carton of juice.


    “Lunch, Fannelli.”


    Arty clenched his teeth when he heard the name. He felt shame that it still got to him. But it did—and the officers knew it. “You know,” Arty began, not angry, polite even, “it’s no secret I don’t like being called by that name. And I imagine wit is hard to come by for people in your if-you-can-sign-your-name-you’ve-got-the-job profession. But maybe, just maybe, if during your next chewing tobacco and desperately transparent homosexual-hating break you guys put your empty heads together, you might be able to come up with something new.”


    The officer said nothing, his face as placid as the moment it appeared in front of Arty’s cell. What he did do, however, was balance the tray in one hand, peel back his lower lip with the other to show Arty the wad of tobacco he was dipping, flip open the top of Arty’s ham and cheese, and then drop a healthy brown glob of chew-spit into the center of the sandwich. The officer then placed the piece of bread back onto the ham and cheese and pressed it hard and flat.


    “Enjoy,” the officer said, leaving the tray on the floor, not bothering to unlock and slide it through the food carrier. “I’d eat it quick before the rats get to it.”


    Arty felt good after his degrading speech, and he was not naïve enough to think that the officer would not retaliate in some way. But he was hungry, and before he could bring it back he grumbled: “Cocksucker.”


    The fading click-clack of uniformed heels on concrete came to an abrupt halt. They then started up again, only this time not fading, but growing louder and more purposeful until the officer was back in front of the cell. “Say that again, Fannelli?” he said.


    Arty was a blend of anger and shame. Angry at the officer for obvious reasons, shameful that he had let the officer bring him down to his level with primitive insults like cocksucker. It showed a lack of control, a lack of restraint—two of his unique attributes he treasured as much as oxygen and water. And yet he was suddenly and strangely fueled by it. Because it had gotten to the officer. One word had stopped the man instantaneously. Was it beneath him? Yes. Primitive? Yes. But Arty supposed it came down to the simple fact that a primitive assault begets a primitive response. So he went with it again.


    “Called you a cocksucker,” he said pleasantly.


    When the officer began to unlock the cell, Arty quickly realized his basic revelation held an unfortunate cyclical truth: A primitive assault may lead to a primitive response, but a primitive response had no problem circling back towards a primitive assault. In other words, Arty was about to get the shit kicked out of him.


    • • •


    As the officer stepped out of Arty’s cell, he stopped, bent and picked up the carton of juice on the lunch tray, opened it, re-entered Arty’s cell, and then poured it all over the floor.


    “See what happens when you spill your juice, Fannelli?” he said. “You slip and fall and then you hurt yourself.” He threw the empty carton at the battered fetal ball on the floor that was Arty. The officer then locked the cell and strutted off down the corridor, whistling a pleasant tune that was assuredly more for Arty’s ears than his own—a smug reminder about the lack of empathy he had when it came to giving a beating.


    Arty remained in his fetal ball for a moment until he was sure the officer was truly gone. His position was not one of cowardice or weakness, just protection. The first two blows with the officer’s night stick had dazed him good. Arty was always concerned about head injuries. Many serial killers had suffered head injuries early on in their developmental years and it contributed to their lack of impulse control. Arty and his late


    brother Jim were better than that. They had supreme control. Serial killers were pathetic and weak. It was why they were inevitably caught. No impulse control.


    So once the first two hits to the skull had Arty seeing stars, he immediately dropped to the floor, covered his head, and opted for a beating to the body, to which the officer happily obliged. It wasn’t anything excessive. The officer wasn’t stupid enough to think that a simple slip and fall could account for an inmate who looked in need of at least a week’s stay in the infirmary. Just a few good whacks and it was done.


    Arty slowly uncoiled from his ball then stretched out on his cot. His head throbbed, his ribs ached, and he knew it would be even worse tomorrow. But it was just physical pain that would eventually fade. The feeling of helplessness hurt the worst—the lack of power. If Arty were free, he and Jim would have taken the officer from his home in the middle of the night and removed and cauterized his limbs by now.


    Arty slipped into a daze as he recalled a similar incident from years ago. An unfortunate was a functioning torso when the brothers had finished with him. His head constantly cried for mercy that was not forthcoming as he flopped on the floor like a fish.


    Then they’d brought in the doped-up hooker.


    Somehow she’d managed to get him hard.


    And then all three had stepped back and laughed at the weeping torso with the hard-on.


    Jim had eventually ended the whole scene with two bullets: one for the torso, and one for the hooker—for being a tease.


    “She was being a fucking tease,” Jim had said with a smirk to a delighted Arty. “Poor guy’s got a hard-on with no arms and legs, and she’s laughing instead of finishing him off.”


    A small nostalgic smile had formed on the corner of Arty’s mouth as he recalled the past. Now it was gone, sadness and anger for his departed brother the primary culprit. But what about his sister? Her sudden emergence into his life was a godsend, yet he still didn’t know her precise intentions. Discretion was obviously the order of the day, and while she was certainly taking care of things on the outside—his fake mother, Amy’s father—he wondered if she had plans to try and free him.


    And oh if she did …


    The Lamberts. The things he would do. He would kill the children this time, no question. Ordinarily he and Jim would leave children be. They often used children as instruments to heighten torment for their subjects, but they never planned to kill them. They had left many traumatized orphans in their wake, and he supposed that was often a fate worse than death (to which he felt nothing), but intentional killing of children was against their rules. Not for reasons of empathy, but for reasons of caution. Murdered adults? Horrible. A shame. Murdered children? The world stopped. You would be found, and you would be punished without mercy. Even the most hardened and brutal of inmates adhered to this code.


    So they never killed children. But the Lambert kids?


    Arty clenched his fist until his knuckles went white and his fingernails cut into his palm. Jim was gone now, and if his sister was planning to free him (and in his heart, he knew she was), he was going to make some new rules.


    He would kill the Lambert children. He would kill them first. Slowly. And he would make Amy and Patrick watch—even if he had to glue their eyelids open.




    37


    It had been a week since the incident Patrick and Amy seldom referred to as “that night.” Things did not go back to rainbows and kittens right after—Bob Corcoran was still dead after all, and Amy was still grieving—but they were okay, and the Lamberts were very familiar with okay. After what they’d been through this past year, okay was the silver medal of status updates. Good was the prestigious gold. Great? They’d experienced sporadic moments of good since Crescent Lake, but the enigmatic great was becoming a memory. A memory that, lately, carried more melancholy than hope.


    Patrick was pouring coffee into his travel mug when Amy came up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist. He looked back over his shoulder and said, “Morning, love.”


    She laid her cheek in the center of his back and mumbled a good morning.


    He turned into her. He was cleaned and dressed for work, she was in a big tee-shirt and sweats with rumpled hair and puffy eyes. He went in for a kiss.


    She turned away and covered her mouth. “Haven’t brushed my teeth yet.”


    “Oh shut up.” He gripped her chin with his thumb and index finger and pulled her lips to his. She obliged, but it was only a quick peck.


    “Did you make me some?” she asked, peering around him towards the coffee maker.


    “Yeah, but it’s not that hippie shit you drink. It’s a dark roast.”


    Amy let go of Patrick’s waist and opened the cabinet. She took out the bag of dark roast. “When did you get this?”


    “Couple of days ago. I need every conceivable advantage if I’m going to get this Megablast account polished by next month.”


    “Why not just drink Megablast?”


    “Very funny.”


    She smirked. She knew how vile the stuff was. Amy began looking deeper into the cabinet. “Where’d you put my hippie shit?”


    He palmed the top of her head and guided it away from the cabinet and towards the countertop where a bag of organic coffee stood.


    “How silly of me,” she said. “Looking for coffee in the coffee cabinet.”


    “I took it out for you so you wouldn’t have to look in the cabinet.”


    “If you were hoping to be such a saint, you could have poured the rest of your swamp water out and made me a fresh pot of my stuff.”


    Patrick kissed her on the back of the head and then pinched her butt. Amy jumped, turned, and took a swipe at him. He dodged, laughed, and hurried towards the mudroom with his coffee and briefcase.


    • • •


    It was 5 P.M. Patrick was intending on staying until at least seven. His neck ached, his eyes burned, and he was hungry. A brief diversion from his PC right now would be nice.


    Steve Lucas did a quick rap on Patrick’s office window and immediately poked his head in before being invited. Patrick’s mind flashed to the TV show “Laverne and Shirley.” Whenever Laverne or Shirley had just finished stating something creepy, slimy, revolting, or just flat-out annoying, their apartment door would always fly open on cue, revealing the two loveable doofuses that were Lenny and Squiggy, who would then simultaneously belt out their nasally trademark: “Hello!”


    Except Steve Lucas was not a loveable doofus. He was just a doofus.


    “How they hanging, big man?” Lucas asked.


    Patrick took a deep breath, let it out slow through his nose, forced a smile. “It’s going fine, thanks.” He did a quarter turn back towards his PC, hoping Lucas would take the hint.


    He did not. He pointed at Patrick. “You …” He pointed at himself. “Me …” He grinned. “Happy hour. Right now. What do you say?”


    The mere mention of happy hour reminded Patrick of the incident with Amy, and his annoyance meter shot up a notch. “I’m good, man, thanks,” he said.


    Lucas stood in front of Patrick’s desk. “Aw, come on, man. Look, I’m buying, okay? Besides you gotta meet this girl I’ve been seeing. Smokin’ hot.” He lowered his voice and raised his eyebrows like a car salesman about to whisper an unbeatable offer. “Fucking crazy in bed too, I’m tellin’ ya.”


    Patrick took another deep breath. “That’s great, Steve, I’m happy for you.” He threw a thumb over his shoulder towards his PC. “I’ve just got way too much stuff to get done.”


    “Come ooooon … it’s Friday. Give Amy a call, she can join us.”


    Patrick’s annoyance meter jumped another notch. “I don’t think so.”


    Steve cocked his head. “Everything okay?”


    Patrick nodded once. “Fine.”


    Steve put his hands on Patrick’s desk, leaned in and said, “You know, if you and Amy are having problems, I can see if my new girl has a friend …”


    Patrick was not consciously aware of the look he gave Steve Lucas just then, but when Lucas held up both hands and stepped back as though a gun had just been pulled on him, Patrick was certain that the fire that had instantaneously erupted in his gut had climbed and ignited his face, smoking nostrils, red eyes, the works.


    “Whoa, relax, man,” Lucas said, his hands still up. “Forget I said anything.” He slipped out of Patrick’s office without another word.


    Whatever rage Patrick had just felt towards Steve Lucas delightfully faded when he watched the man shit himself and scurry out of his office. Patrick allowed himself a brief smile then went back to work.
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    Samantha Hurst, also known as Monica Kemp, sat on a barstool in Bravo’s Tavern, drinking a vodka martini and waiting for Steve Lucas to arrive. She was wearing her blonde wig, her green contacts lenses, a thick layer of eyeliner, and an outfit that screamed sex from the rooftops—the exact persona she had donned when she had met Steve a week ago.


    Monica had been waiting for Patrick in the parking garage of his office building—basic surveillance, using the time to contemplate some type of innocuous in to Patrick and the big advertising account Amy had mentioned. She found it with Steve Lucas. Monica could read body language as well as she could English, and what she’d read as Patrick hurried to his car with Steve Lucas grinning and chatting away endlessly at his heels was written in a bold 72 font: Steve Lucas was an annoying prick, and Patrick couldn’t stand him. And oh yeah, they worked together.


    Courting Steve hadn’t been difficult. The man was the type to take the bait from anyone with a heartbeat, let alone a knockout like Monica. It was the sex that tested her resolve. Much to his delight, she had slept with him the first night they met and it proved more difficult than she had predicted. The bastard had decent staying power. She had nearly dried up several times on that first night, and the only thing that had kept her wet were the graphic visions of what lay in store for the Lamberts once her brother was free.


    The seven days and nights that followed had been much of the same. It had been an effort, but Monica managed to dispense enough convincing sex into the eager hands of Steve Lucas to keep him blissfully ignorant to her ulterior motives. A quick lunch-time pop-in at the office on the fourth day had been followed by another on the sixth. Both times Patrick had been out of the office (she had checked in advance), and by the end of that sixth day Monica had the complete layout of the building’s interior and could find Patrick’s office walking backwards.


    All she wanted now was a key, or more appropriately, a magnetic key card—a magnetic key card that registered the name Steve Lucas every time it was swiped. She didn’t need it, of course; she could get into the office another way if she wanted, but talk about two for the price of one. She smirked and sipped her martini.


    Steve arrived a moment later. She ordered him a double bourbon then put her lips to his ear. “I feel like getting crazy tonight,” she whispered, her hand tracing the inside of his thigh beneath the bar.


    Steve grinned and looked as though he might squeal. He grabbed his bourbon and downed it in three gulps. Monica immediately ordered him another. He grinned again, and she grinned back—no faking this time.


    • • •


    Steve Lucas sat slurring and leering like a drunken fool on his sofa. He kept mumbling something about fooling around, yet Monica’s only reply was a playful bat of the eyes coupled with promises of a reward for patience. That and another large bourbon, his eighth of the night. And if one were to look close enough at bourbon number eight, one might see a few undissolved particles of the benzodiazepine Klonopin floating around in the amber liquid. Not that Steve was capable of noticing. She could have dropped the pills in whole and he likely wouldn’t have noticed. As far as tasting something odd about bourbon number eight? Well, drunkenness was her friend, as was Klonopin itself. Monica had chosen Klonopin over Xanax because Xanax had an exceptionally bitter taste. Klonopin was no puff of air, but it was mild enough for someone who was well and truly shit-faced not to give a crap.


    • • •


    It was less than thirty minutes before Steve Lucas was snoring on his couch. Monica slapped his face and he never so much as twitched. She slapped him once more for fun and then began rifling through the wallet he had placed on his coffee table. She found the key card in seconds, picked up her cell and dialed. A male voice picked up on the first ring.


    “Code in.”


    “Neco. 8122765.”


    “Waiting for voice authentication … clear. What’s up?”


    “I need 7146.”


    “Hold.”


    A click, a pause, and then a different male voice. “What is it and how soon?”


    “Security card. Standard magnetic stripe. Nothing crazy. I need it tonight. Multiple copies.”


    The male voice gave a confirmation number and an address in Philadelphia. Monica hung up and called her father.


    “I need you to come get the card and then take it to get copied. It’s in the city so I need you to leave now.” She gave him the suburban address to Steve’s place, the address to the place in the city, and then the confirmation number. “Leave now.”


    John grunted and hung up. Fifteen minutes later he pulled up to Steve Lucas’ home in the battered Dodge Dakota. Monica was outside smoking a cigarette, waiting for him. He rolled the passenger side window down as she approached.


    “Here.” Monica handed her father the card, then a piece of paper with the address and confirmation number.


    “You already gave me all that over the phone,” he said.


    “You never heard of being thorough?”


    He rolled his eyes and took it anyway.


    “Hurry back.”


    John rolled up the window and drove off.


    • • •


    John Brooks did not like cities. He felt more at home in open spaces, in the wilderness. He tended to choose jobs based on this preference, his last being a family on a ranch in Montana. The husband of that family had sold some of his accomplices out in exchange for no jail time. This landed the husband and his brood presumably safe in the hands of a witness relocation program out in the middle of God’s country—the last place a wise guy would go looking for another wise guy. Except the wise guys weren’t doing any of the looking—John was.


    He’d found them in less than a week. After disposing of security, John had cut the husband’s head off, shot the wife dead, left the kids unharmed (as instructed), and then packed the husband’s head in dry ice and hand-delivered it back to his employer. It went about as perfectly as any job could go.


    Now, in a more than unsavory section of Philadelphia, John felt cramped and vulnerable. He’d parked the Dakota along the street a few blocks back, and took the remainder on foot. He always felt better on foot.


    Beaten row homes lined both sides of the street. Some dark and barren, some dimly lit. Flophouses, he thought. Why would Monica have an affiliate do business here? Discretion, sure, but come on, he wasn’t buying fucking nuclear weapons or anything.


    John had made it two blocks when he was approached—a young black man, late teens to early twenties, heavy coat, both hands in his pockets.


    “What’s up, big dawg? You need some help?”


    John was told he would not be met by anyone. He was to approach the address given and ring the bell. So he looked the kid dead in the eye and said, “No.”


    The kid gave a casual glance around, inched closer. “You lost, dawg?”


    “No.”


    The kid’s right hand shifted in his coat pocket. John hit him immediately. One shot—an overhand right to the jaw with all the force of a train. The kid was unconscious before he hit the ground, the back of his head cracking concrete after descent stiffening him out like a mannequin as he seized. John calmly bent over the kid’s body to search his right coat pocket. He withdrew a .22 caliber pistol.


    “A twenty-two?” he said, waving the small gun over the kid’s unconscious face. “You were gonna mug me with a fucking twenty-two?” John brought his boot up and stomped on the kid’s head once, twice, and then a final third. He then tossed the gun into a square of fenced-in yard across the street. “Give that fucking toy to some kid to play with,” he said before spitting on the young man in disgust and continuing towards the designated address.


    • • •


    On his way back to the Dakota with the original key card and now several perfect copies, John found the young man where he had left him. He bent and checked his pulse. Dead. Probably the stomps that finished him, he thought. He shrugged and carried on towards his truck.




    39


    Monica was inside keeping an eye on Steve Lucas. He hadn’t moved from his spot on the couch—upright, head back, mouth open with a thunderous snore flapping out of his throat. She found it difficult to look at him for any period of time. She knew she was good, but how she managed to screw him as many times a she did without gutting him, she’d never know.


    Her cell phone vibrated twice. A text message. She flipped it open.


    From: Dad


    HERE.



    She snapped the phone shut and headed outside. John was parked along the street in the same spot he’d been when he arrived earlier. The passenger window was down. Monica leaned in.


    “Here.” John leaned over and handed the key cards to Monica.


    She took them and gave them a quick inspection.


    “Do I get one?” John asked.


    “No—why would you?”


    “Well you’ve got three of them,” he said.


    “Precaution, Daddy-O,” she said.


    He grunted and leaned back into his seat.


    “Wait,” she said. “I need you to come inside.”


    “What for?”


    “Can you just do it, please?”


    John grunted again and switched off the ignition.


    • • •


    Monica and John stood staring at the near-comatose Steve Lucas on the sofa.


    “Jesus,” John said, “How much did he have to drink?”


    “A lot. But I slipped him a few mickeys, too.”


    “Better hope he doesn’t fucking die.”


    “He’ll be fine. The-mother-of-all hangovers, but fine.” She turned to her father. “I need you to carry him into his bedroom.”


    “What?”


    “I need it to look like we started to fool around.”


    “Fine—just don’t ask me to undress the fucker.”


    John scooped Steve’s limp body up with ease and followed Monica into the bedroom. He dumped Steve onto the bed. “Okay?” he said.


    “Don’t leave yet,” she said. “Wait for me in the living room.”


    John nodded and left the room. Monica quickly stripped Steve Lucas naked and tossed his clothes everywhere. She reached beneath him, snatched the blankets and pulled them to the floor in a tangled heap. She knocked some pictures over on his dresser and stamped on the frames. She kicked over a lamp, elbowed the mirror on his wall until it cracked, then went to the kitchen and returned with an open bottle of bourbon. She dropped the bottle onto the rug and let the amber liquid soak into the shag until only a swallow or two remained in the bottle.


    Satisfied, she eventually returned to the living room. John was sitting on the couch reading a magazine. Steve Lucas’ wallet still sat on the coffee table. Monica took it, stuffed the original key card back inside, then placed it back on the table.


    “What the hell were you doing in there?” John asked, still thumbing through the magazine. “Sounded like you were trashing the place.”


    “I was,” she said. “Gotta sell it.”


    “Sell what?”


    “I want you to hit me,” she said.


    John glanced up from the magazine. “You what?”


    “We’ve got everything we need. You didn’t think I was going to keep fucking that idiot, did you?”


    John glanced back towards Steve’s room, then towards Monica again.


    “The booze and the Klonopin will erase his memory,” she said.


    John nodded, stood and said: “Where?”


    Monica pointed to her left eye. “Don’t go overboard, tough-guy. He’s not exactly Bruce Lee.”


    John smiled, then punched his daughter in her left eye. It was a jabbing blow, but enough to rock her back several steps.


    “Ow, ow, fuck,” she said, cupping both hands over her face.


    “Let me see,” John said.


    She took her hands away from her face and he studied her eye. He nodded as though appraising an antique. “You’ll have a decent shiner,” he said.


    “Good.” She turned and headed back to the bedroom to give it a final going over. Steve was still naked and sprawled out on his back, snoring as loud as ever. She thought of cutting off his prick and shoving it down his throat to stop the snoring. Maybe one day.


    Monica joined her father back in the living room. “Come on, let’s go. We need to be back here in the morning.”


    “What? Why?”


    She pushed him out the door and said, “Because I didn’t let you punch me in the face for nothing, dummy.”




    40


    Steve Lucas woke up naked and disoriented. A quick survey told him he was in his own bed. A second, deeper survey told him his room was a mess. His lamp was on the floor. His mirror was splintered like a spider web in the corner. His dresser top was wiped clean—the pictures frames strewn all over the floor, some cracked and broken. Next to one of those frames lay a near-empty bottle of Jim Beam, a brown stain circling its open neck.


    Where was Samantha? He pulled the sheets up from the floor, covered his lower-half and called for her. “Hello? Samantha?”


    Nothing. Calling her name sent a shockwave of pain throughout his head and he pressed a palm to it, squeezing his eyes shut. How much did he fucking drink last night? More importantly, he thought, looking around his room, what the hell happened?


    A sudden bang on his front door startled him. He quickly dressed in last night’s clothes and hurried to the living room. He opened his front door, hoping for Samantha, and she was there, but so was someone else—a large someone else who gripped Steve by the throat with one hand and rammed him back inside his home, slamming him up against the nearest wall. The man’s grip was impossibly strong; Steve could feel his blood rushing upward, pulsating hot against his face, bulging his eyes. If the man didn’t let go, he would be out cold very soon. The large man seemed to sense this too and loosened his grip, but only slightly. He pressed his face to Steve’s and roared into it.


    “You sick motherfucker! Give me one reason why I shouldn’t crush your fucking throat!”


    Steve had no words. He only hoped his shocked expression would plead his ignorance.


    “You think you can slap around my baby sister and not have it come back to you?!”


    Steve hadn’t noticed when he first opened the door—everything happened too fast. But now, as he looked over the shoulder of the big man, he saw a furious Samantha glaring back at him with a swollen purple eye.


    Steve instantly said: “Oh God … oh shit, did I do that?” He took his eyes off Samantha and put them back on the big man, praying they shone as big and remorseful as he felt. “I’m so sorry … I don’t know what happened … I … everything’s a blank. I don’t remember—”


    The big man tightened his grip again, cutting Steve off. “You listen to me, you sick little fuck. If you come within one hundred yards of my sister again, I will be back here and I will end your fucking life.” Like a shotgun blast, the big man drove his right fist through the wall just inches from Steve’s head. He then let go of Steve’s throat with his left and watched him slide down the wall until he sat hugging his knees like a terrified child. The big man slapped the top of Steve’s head. “Are we clear?!”


    Steve nodded quickly, afraid to look up.


    The big man turned to leave and Steve’s gaze fell on Samantha. He was too afraid to speak to her; he could only stare his regret through desperate, pleading eyes.


    “Asshole,” was all she said before she turned and followed the big man, slamming the door behind her.


    Steve Lucas dropped his head between his knees and started to cry.


    • • •


    Monica lit a cigarette once they were inside the Dakota. “‘Baby sister’?” she said.


    “What?” John said, cracking a window. “I could pass for your older brother. Daddy rescuing his daughter felt too cliché.”


    “But you are my daddy,” she said in a mocking, child’s voice.


    “Well that whole scene was a crock of shit anyway, so who cares?”


    She inhaled deep, grinned, and blew a stream of smoke at him. He frowned and fanned it out his window.




    41


    It was just past ten and Patrick was still clacking away on his laptop at the kitchen table. A glass of Glenlivet neat sat to his left.


    “Oh I see,” Amy said, sneaking up behind him, kissing his neck, then picking up his drink. “You can drink at home, but I can’t?”


    Without turning around he said, “I don’t plan on going cruising after.”


    She bonked him lightly on the head, then sat on his lap. He took his hands away from the lap top, wrapped them around her waist and kissed her.


    “You’re so funny,” she said once their lips separated. Amy was glad they were now at a point where they could make light of “that night.” It wasn’t stand-up material yet, but it had definitely reached breezy status.


    He kissed her again and said, “I shouldn’t be much longer.”


    She scanned what he was writing. “Looks like a screenplay.”


    He chuckled, looked back at the laptop, and spoke while glancing over what he’d written. “Yeah—PowerPoint slideshow will give me a good ten seconds before changing photos, but I need to be smack-on-cue with each frame like I am acting. And if I can convince these people that something as lethal as Megablast is the be-all, end-all, I think I’ll be ready for Hollywood.”


    She chuckled softly then kissed his cheek. “You’ll be fine.”


    He took a deep breath. “Hope so. Ten days and counting.”


    She laid her head on his shoulder. “So are you almost done?”


    His left arm still around her waist, he typed a few more things with his right hand and said, “I think so. Why?”


    “I thought I’d give you a blowjob before bed to relieve some of your stress.”


    Patrick clicked save, closed his laptop, and said: “Done.”




    42


    Patrick was double-checking various graphics on his PowerPoint presentation when co-worker Todd Hartnett rapped on his office window. Patrick spun away from his computer and waved Todd in.


    “Hey, Todd, what’s up?”


    “Wondering if you’ve heard from Lucas.”


    “Steve Lucas?”


    Todd nodded. “Hasn’t shown today.”


    “Somebody call him?”


    Todd nodded again. “Just voicemail.”


    “Maybe he’s sick.”


    “He never called in though,” Todd said. “He’s got to pitch that software account soon, doesn’t he? The foreign language program?”


    “Yeah, Friday I think.”


    Todd said, “I’d have to be on death’s door to keep me outta here if my presentation was at the end of the week.”


    Patrick nodded lazily in agreement. He had fallen into a daze, recalling the incident with Steve Lucas from the previous Friday. Lucas was going to see his new girl. He seemed excited. Maybe they ran off to Vegas and eloped?


    Patrick said: “Huh.”


    “What?”


    “Nothing, I’m just … Lucas invited me to happy hour last Friday. Wanted me to meet his new girl. I was thinking maybe they eloped or something.”


    Todd snorted. “Well if they did, then I hope for his sake the girl’s got some money—’cause if he doesn’t explain his whereabouts soon, he’s gonna lose that account.”


    Patrick nodded in agreement again.


    Todd Hartnett left. Patrick gave recent events a few more seconds of consideration, then discarded the issue and went back to work.


    • • •


    Patrick sipped from a bottle of warm Coke and looked at his watch. It was 4 P.M. Steve Lucas had yet to show today. Why the hell should he care? After what the prick said to him on Friday he’s lucky he didn’t crack him one.


    Patrick took the last swallow of his warm Coke, tossed it in the trash, and spun back to his PC. He stared at the screen. It may as well have been blank. He did care. Damn it, for some reason, he did.


    Patrick picked up his phone and punched two numbers. “Suzy, can you get me Steve Lucas at home?”


    “It’s just voicemail,” his secretary said. “People have been trying all day.”


    “What about his cell?”


    “We’ve been trying both.”


    Patrick sighed. “What about an address? Do you have his home address?”


    A pause.


    “Suzy?”


    “I’m looking … here it is.”


    She read it to him and Patrick jotted it down.


    “Are you going to see him?” she asked.


    “I don’t know. I might. Thanks, Suzy.”


    • • •


    Patrick double checked the address he had written down, looked at the house, then tossed the address onto the passenger seat and stepped out of the Highlander. He walked the path towards Steve Lucas’ front door and rang the bell.


    No answer.


    He knocked hard. “Steve? You in there? It’s Patrick Lambert.”


    The door opened a crack, the chain still on. Patrick took in a slice of Steve Lucas’ face.


    “Steve? You alright, man?”


    “You alone?” Lucas asked.


    Patrick looked behind him, then back at Lucas with an odd look. “Uh … yeah. What the hell’s going on, man?”


    Lucas slid the chain and opened the door a little more. “Come in. Hurry up.”


    Patrick stepped inside. Lucas locked the door behind him and slid the chain back home.


    “Steve, what the hell? You’re acting like aliens are watching you or something.”


    Lucas shuffled into his living room and flopped onto his sofa. He was dressed in sweats and a white undershirt. His stubble looked to have several days’ growth.


    Patrick took a few cautious steps forward. He saw a hole in Lucas’ dry wall the size of a small melon.


    “Steve?”


    Lucas looked up.


    “Lots of people were asking about you at work today,” Patrick said. “They tried calling you.”


    “I know.”


    Patrick made a face. “Okay … any reason you didn’t answer? Call back?”


    Lucas massaged his temples, opened his mouth to speak, but said nothing.


    Patrick stepped further into his living room. “Are you sick?”


    Lucas shook his head.


    Patrick walked further towards the kitchen to his left. “So what’s up then, man? Are you gonna say something or what?”


    Lucas kept quiet on the sofa. Patrick was in the kitchen now. He opened a cabinet and spotted a bottle of vodka. A drink. Maybe a drink would relax him and loosen his tongue.


    Patrick took the bottle from the cabinet and called: “How about I fix us a drink?”


    “NO.” Lucas’ voice was strong and firm. And then a few seconds later, soft and weak: “I’m never touching the stuff again.”


    Ah, Patrick thought. Now we’re getting somewhere. He stepped out of the kitchen and sat on the coffee table in front of the sofa. “What happened?”


    • • •


    Patrick pulled into his garage two hours late. Not a big deal with the Megablast account looming, except that he’d told Amy he’d be home on time. When he walked into the kitchen she was already doing dishes. She didn’t look at him.


    “It’s in the microwave if you want it,” she said.


    He walked up behind her at the sink and kissed the top of her head. “I’m sorry I’m late. But trust me, I’ve got a good reason.”


    • • •


    They sat on the sofa together, Amy lengthwise with her feet in Patrick’s lap, he upright and massaging her feet—good for a couple of points after being late for dinner.


    “How bad was it?” Amy asked.


    “He didn’t really go into detail,” Patrick said. “He claims she showed up with a shiner. That’s bad enough I suppose.”


    Amy nodded. “I remember him from your work parties. He seemed annoying, but hardly violent.”


    “He claims he doesn’t remember anything. Not even a blur.” He tugged one of her toes, cracking it.


    She slapped his hand. “I hate that.”


    He smiled knowingly.


    “So did this lady call the police?”


    “I don’t think so,” Patrick said. “I think she would have done so by now. Besides, from the size of the hole in his wall, and from what Lucas told me, the lady’s brother seems a far scarier threat than the police.”


    “So then what … ? Is the guy just going to hide in his house forever? What about work?”


    “That’s what I asked him. He’s got this big account coming up. If it doesn’t pan out due to sheer bad luck, then oh well, it happens to the best of us I guess. But if it doesn’t pan out because he became an unproductive recluse a few days before the presentation …”


    Amy slit her own throat with her thumb and made a gurgling noise.


    Patrick said, “Exactly.”


    “And you were worried he was trying to horn in on Megablast.”


    “I wasn’t worried.”


    She flicked her foot up and nicked his chin.


    “I wasn’t,” he insisted. “I just worried he would … muddle things for me.”


    “Muddle things?”


    Patrick tried for another toe, but she jerked her foot away in time and shot him a look. “Yeah, you know—the guy’s a distraction,” he said. “I didn’t want him watching my every move, maybe dropping a dime on me here and there if I didn’t do something he thought I should.”


    “Well who the hell is he to judge how you handle your accounts?” she asked.


    “Nobody, I’m just saying.” Patrick then groaned, trying to find the right words. “He’s like that annoying friend at the bar who could ruin your chances at getting laid that night.”


    Amy cocked her head, arched both eyebrows. “Interesting analogy.”


    “Oh stop—you know what I mean.”


    Her expression remained fixed on him.


    “Look, I’ve been massaging your smelly feet now for over ten minutes. You can forgive me one questionable analogy.”


    She shoved her foot in his face, grinding it into his nose. Patrick turned away and pretended to gag.


    “Dick,” she said.


    “I have a big what?”


    “You wish.” She shoved her foot in his face again. Patrick laughed, snatched her ankle, and started attacking more toes.
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    Steve Lucas eventually showed up for work on Wednesday looking as if he’d just come from a funeral. On Friday, the presentation for the foreign language software company came and went—and went hard. Although Patrick heard it second-hand, the prospective clients had stayed for all of twenty minutes before packing their things and heading out. Lucas apparently crumbled right after, breaking down in tears. Whether it was this pathetic display or not, something tugged on the heartstrings of the powers above and Steve Lucas was kept on board. Granted, his next account was something a sophomore in high school could handle, but it was still work. He still had a job.


    Lucas knocked lightly on Patrick’s office window the following Monday. Usually, Lucas would just walk on in without an invite. Apparently his reprieve had knocked his bombastic nature down a peg, and that was just fine with Patrick. He waved him in.


    “Hey, Patrick,” Lucas said softly. “Can I sit?”


    Wow, Patrick thought, the man’s been reborn. “Sure,” he said. “Have a seat.” And then once they settled, “What’s up?”


    “Couple of things really. First, I wanted to thank you for coming by to check on me.” He looked over his shoulder despite the closed office door, then lowered his voice. “I trust you didn’t tell anybody anything?”


    Patrick shook his head. “No—I didn’t say anything.”


    Lucas sighed as though he’d been holding his breath. “Thanks.”


    Patrick nodded once. “No problem, man. I’m glad they decided to keep you on board.”


    Lucas didn’t acknowledge the comment; he appeared pre-occupied with things already spoken. He looked up at Patrick with soulful eyes. “You won’t say anything, will you, Patrick?”


    Patrick gave a thin smile. “No, Steve, I won’t. What’s done is done, okay? Let’s just focus on the future.”


    Steve Lucas’ face started to brighten. He stood and extended his hand. “That’s great. Thanks so much, man.”


    Patrick shook his hand. “Not a problem. Let’s get back to work now, yeah?”


    Lucas’ face continued to brighten, to change, as if all truly had been forgotten. Could that be possible? Patrick wondered. Was the old Steve Lucas back just like that? Patrick felt a twinge of something. Jealousy maybe?


    “Got the big Megablast presentation soon, right?” Lucas said, taking a seat again. “Wednesday?”


    Patrick nodded slowly and reluctantly. “Yup. Two days.”


    Lucas leaned back and put his feet up on Patrick’s desk. “You feel good?”


    “Fine,” he said, his eyes on the soles of Lucas’ shoes.


    “Nervous?”


    Patrick’s toes bunched together like fists, his jaw clenched until he was aware of it. Again he wondered, why? The presentation was all but done. He was more than prepared—a fighter who had trained harder than he’d ever done his entire life. All there was left to do was step into the ring and do his job. So why was this twerp stressing him? After recent events, Steve Lucas was anything but a threat to his account now. Yet perhaps Patrick’s analogy to Amy the other night, no matter how crude, wasn’t too far off: He was about to get laid, and he didn’t want some cock-blocking idiot like Steve Lucas to ruin it somehow.


    “Not nervous at all,” Patrick said, his tone flat. “Why would I be?”


    “No reason.” Steve unwrapped a stick of gum and folded it into his mouth. He chewed and clicked like someone without a care in the world. “It’s a big deal is all. Want to make sure you’re up to the challenge, feeling good.”


    Patrick felt his face getting hot, his jaw beginning to ache.


    You beat the shit out of some poor woman, blew a huge account, nearly lost your job, and now you’re sitting here with your feet on my desk, clicking your gum without a fucking care in the world, as if nothing happened.


    Patrick decided right then and there that Steve Lucas wasn’t just someone he deemed mildly annoying. He hated him. And as much as it dented his ego, Patrick was now certain jealousy was indeed the primary reason. Steve Lucas had somehow came out of his debacle a rosebud, with only a matter of memory-suppressing time before he flourished again. For Patrick and his family, each passing day felt like a long drive through a dark tunnel—a constant journey of heartache that teased his family with a small square of light in the distance when things seemed to be getting better, only to see that square shrink to nothing without warning, placing them right back into darkness no matter how fast or determinedly they drove on. Steve Lucas was everything bad that was happening to Patrick and his family. Steve Lucas was the unrelenting hand of bad luck that prodded him without mercy whenever that tunnel seemed it might have a bright end.


    (Crescent Lake)


    (weeks of healing in cold hospitals)


    (months of psychotherapy)


    … prodding him with his goddamned feet on his desk while popping his gum and smiling …


    (Caleb and the tacks)


    (endless nightmares)


    (the infamous trial looming)


    … as though nothing had ever happened …


    (Oscar dying)


    (Bob dying)


    (Amy drinking and driving)


    “Yeah, I feel good, Steve.” Patrick stood, and with a giant swing, swiped Lucas’ feet off his desk with such force, he nearly tipped the man over in his chair. “Why the fuck shouldn’t I?”


    Steve Lucas stared back at Patrick like a frightened boy, his mouth hanging open in shock, the chewed gum visible.


    “How the fuck can you sit there and talk to me like that after what you did?” Patrick said. “You think you get some kind of free pass? You think you’re different than everyone else? You were like a little bitch when I went to see you last week. You were like a little bitch a few hours ago when you thought your career was fucked. And now you act like it’s all okay? You act like I couldn’t go out there and tell everyone what really happened? What you did?”


    Lucas’ lips trembled as he tried for words.


    “Why the fuck do you care so much about my account, Steve? What the fuck does it have to do with you?”


    Any flash of the old Steve Lucas had reverted back to the terrified version Patrick had seen that night in the man’s home. He leaned into Patrick’s desk and whispered fast and desperate. “Patrick, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any harm, man, I was just talking, you know? Just talking. Please don’t say anything, man. Please. I was just talking.” He hurried towards the office door. “I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry.”


    “You just can’t act like nothing ever happened, Steve. It doesn’t work that way.” Patrick’s face was blood-hot, his chest heaving. The old stab wound on his abdomen throbbed—the first time in awhile—and it only served to anger him further. “Get the hell out of my office, Steve. In fact, avoid me. Avoid me until I tell you not to avoid me. Understand?”


    “Okay, man. Okay.” For the second time this month, Steve Lucas scuttled out of Patrick’s office afraid. The first time it happened, Patrick smiled; he had felt justified, had felt good.


    He didn’t know exactly what he felt now. It certainly wasn’t good.
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    “Whoa,” Amy said that night when Patrick told her what had happened.


    “I know,” he said, taking his plate to the sink. The kids were out of earshot in the den watching TV. “I fucking lost it,” he whispered all the same, Carrie possessing superhero hearing abilities when it came to curse words and all.


    Amy stayed seated at the kitchen table and handed Patrick her plate. He took it to the sink and started washing while he spoke.


    “I don’t know what happened. I mean the guy’s a tool, but I really laid into him. Everything just seemed to hit me all at once.” He turned and faced her, plate in one hand, towel in the other.


    “What do you mean everything?” she asked.


    He shrugged, turned back to the sink and continued with the dishes. “Everything.”


    Amy glanced over at the kids, then back to Patrick. “You mean CL?”


    Patrick faced her again. “No, not just that. Well yeah, that, but everything else, you know? CL and the residual effects are bad enough, but Jesus, have we gotten a fucking break since?”


    Carrie’s head spun towards the kitchen. “Did Daddy just say the F-word?”


    Patrick and Amy simultaneously hummed: “No.”


    Carrie looked at Caleb, said, “Yes he did,” then went back to watching television.


    Amy lowered her voice and leaned forward at the table. “Are you talking about woof-woof and Dad?” she said, careful not to say Oscar’s name aloud, nevermind her father’s.


    “Yeah,” Patrick said. “I mean are you fucking kidding me? After what we went through we should be getting fucking medals, but instead we get dead dogs and dead parents and more fucking gas on a fire that’s been blazing for a fucking hell-of-a-long—”


    Amy stomped her foot, cutting him off. Both kids were staring wide-eyed at their father from the living room. No denying the F-word now. “Dead dogs” and “dead parents” weren’t exactly poetry either, but it was all but certain those were forgotten instantly after good old Dad started mashing The Fuck Button.


    Patrick sighed and nodded at Amy. He stepped into the den. “Daddy’s sorry, kids. I did a very bad thing and I used the F-word. Can you forgive me?”


    Caleb said: “I forgive you, Dad.”


    “Thanks, brother-man.”


    Carrie said: “Will you buy us a present?”
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    John Brooks was sound asleep early Wednesday morning. Monica could hear him snoring through the motel door. She gave the door a shave-and-a-haircut rap.


    The snoring stopped. “Who is it?” His voice was deep and threatening from the other side.


    “Room service, dummy.”


    There was a moment’s pause, then the sound of the bolt thumping and the chain sliding. He opened the door and shielded his eyes from the morning sun. “Why so early?” he grumbled.


    “You sissy, I’ve been up all night.” She handed him a large coffee and then sipped from her own.


    John looked at his coffee then back at Monica. “You haven’t slept?”


    She walked into the motel room and took a chair. Her left eye was now a decent blue from her father’s punch. “Nope.”


    “Why?”


    “You know why. Besides, I was too excited.” She lit a cigarette and smiled.


    John stood by the still-open door—hair rumpled, eyes puffy, wearing only his boxer shorts. He looked at his coffee again as though he didn’t know what to do with it.


    “Well let’s go, Daddy-O,” Monica said. “Get dressed and caffeinated so we can begin.”




    46


    Patrick had trouble sleeping Tuesday night. He dozed briefly and dreamt about his presentation …


    PowerPoint refused to work.


    He jerked awake. Eventually dozed again …


    He went blank in front of all those important faces, forgetting everything he’d rehearsed.


    He jerked awake. Eventually dozed again …


    He was giving the presentation naked.


    He jerked awake. Jesus, did he just actually dream he was naked? Talk about Dream Anxiety 101. He gave a silent laugh and eventually dozed for good.


    • • •


    Patrick heard the tiny shuffling of feet, heard Amy hushing the children in whispers, the clanking of porcelain, glass, silverware. He felt their presence on him and smiled inside at what he knew was coming.


    “Morning, Daddy!” Carrie blurted. Caleb blurted the same a second after, Carrie making sure to get hers in first.


    Patrick rolled over in bed. Amy, Carrie, and Caleb stood bedside, Amy holding a tray of breakfast, the kids wearing excited grins.


    “Whoa!” Patrick said. “What’s this?”


    Again Carrie beat everyone to the punch by declaring: “Breakfast in bed!”


    Patrick sat up. “Wow! For me?”


    Amy sat the tray on his lap and kissed him. He looked down at the bacon, eggs, and coffee, and then back up at his family. His heart swelled. He placed the tray on his nightstand and scooped both kids into bed with him. They giggled and squirmed as he wrestled and kissed them. Carrie wiggled free and began jumping on the bed. Patrick lifted up Caleb’s pajama top and blew a big raspberry on his stomach, making him shriek then giggle. Witnessing this, Carrie turned to flee but Patrick latched onto her ankle. She screeched, both terrified and excited. Patrick yanked his daughter back onto the bed and gave her the same treatment as her little brother. She screeched again, impossibly louder than before, and Amy put her hands to her ears.


    “Okay …” she said. “Let’s let Daddy eat his breakfast.”


    Caleb hopped off the bed. Carrie remained, now straddling her father’s chest. She bounced a few times, Patrick letting out “oomphs!” after each landing. She giggled and continued to bounce.


    “Let’s go, missy,” Amy said.


    Patrick shrugged at his daughter, pulled her in for a kiss and said, “Gotta listen to Mommy, kiddo.”


    Carrie pulled away and slapped a hand over her nose. “Eww, Daddy, your breath stinks.”


    Patrick looked at Amy. “My breath stinks, baby. You wanna smell?”


    “I smelled it already, thank you.”


    Patrick sat up in bed and pulled the breakfast tray back onto his lap. With a snobbish manner he said, “Fine, you may now all leave Daddy and his stinky morning-breath so that he may eat.” He clapped his hands twice. “Be gone!”


    Carrie and Caleb left. Amy remained. She leaned into Patrick. “I’ll hold my breath,” she said and kissed him again.


    • • •


    The morning storm had come and nearly gone. Patrick had heard Carrie complaining about finishing her breakfast, heard her scurrying frantically throughout the downstairs with a shouting Amy hot on her tail so as not to miss the bus (had she ever been on time for the darn thing? Patrick wondered), and now he guessed only Caleb remained, waiting for his mother to take him to nursery school. He pictured his son sitting quietly at the kitchen table, legs hanging from the chair and swinging back and forth, patiently waiting for Mommy. He loved both his kids equally, no question about that, but Jesus, they were night and day.


    He rolled over in bed, stretched and yawned. He was going in later than usual because he could. The presentation wasn’t until 11:00. He wanted to be well-rested, avoid rush hour, and arrive with enough time to decompress and get in the zone before it all started.


    “Knock, knock.” Amy stood in the doorway.


    He smiled at her and yawned again.


    “How you feeling?”


    “Good,” he said. “Had a few nightmares last night.”


    Amy made a face. “You did?”


    “Not those nightmares,” he said. “About today. Even dreamed I was giving the presentation naked.”


    She laughed. “Cliché much?”


    “I know, right?”


    She sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed his chest. “You’ll be fine. You could have aced this thing a month ago.”


    He took a deep breath and said, “Yeah.”


    “How was your breakfast?”


    He took her hand and squeezed it. “Wonderful.”


    She leaned over, kissed him, and said, “I’ve got to go take Caleb. You need anything else before I go?”


    “A promise to be naked and ready after my presentation?”


    She threw him a coquettish look. “Done.”


    “Really? That easy?”


    Amy leaned in to his ear and whispered: “After you ace your presentation, I am going to fuck my amazingly talented and successful husband until he forgets his own name.”


    Name? I have a name? And what’s all this about a presentation?


    Amy left a speechless Patrick. It took a good minute or two before he could get out of bed comfortably.
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    Patrick sat in his office chair, finishing his third cup of coffee. He looked at his watch. 10:30. Almost time. He stood and walked into the conference room. The large oval table held an extravagant spread of edibles, tea, and coffee. In front of each chair lay a leather-bound folder filled with all things Megablast. The high-tech projector and screen stood proud at the head of the room. A large bulletin board with various Megablast logos and slogans flanked the screen.


    It looked good. Damn good. Patrick smiled and went back to his office.


    • • •


    10:45. Jonathan Miles, president of Miles and Associates, knocked on Patrick’s window. Patrick waved his boss in enthusiastically then stood as he entered. Jonathan Miles was a short man, mid-60’s, with thick gray hair and a plump belly. He was a friendly man, a fair boss, and all-business. Patrick liked him.


    “How you feeling?” Miles asked.


    “Good. Real good,” Patrick said.


    Miles shook Patrick’s hand and patted his shoulder. “My man. I’ve got the utmost confidence.” Miles looked at his watch then threw a thumb over his shoulder towards the conference room. “Five minutes?”


    “You got it, boss.”


    Jon Miles smiled and left. Patrick did not sit back down. He remained standing, thought of the analogy he’d entertained the other day about the fighter who’d trained his heart out and was now eager to step into the ring and kick some ass. The analogy proved that much stronger now. He was the fighter, waiting in the tunnel, pacing, bouncing on his toes, a sweat already worked up, eager for his music to sound throughout the stadium so he could begin his march towards the ring. Patrick felt invigorated by these images. He was ready to do battle. Ready to kick some ass.


    And then Steve Lucas walked by Patrick’s window and glanced at him. And their eyes locked for a moment.


    Lucas had done exactly as Patrick had so delicately suggested on Monday, and steered clear of Patrick these last couple of days. Patrick had only bumped into him once in the office kitchen where the two went about fixing their coffee in unbreakable silence—not even the slightest periphery glance had been chanced by Lucas.


    Today, things were apparently different. Lucas not only glanced in Patrick’s direction, but held the glance for a second or two. And it was not a frightened glance either, as Patrick might have guessed. Nor was it a scowl. It was just … a glance? The first eye contact they had made with one another since Patrick had told Lucas to stay out of his way.


    Stop, Patrick told himself once Lucas was out of sight. It was nothing. Stay focused.


    Patrick left his office and headed towards the conference room.


    • • •


    The Megablast clients were seated around the big oval table. Most had helped themselves to coffee. Some had a plate of edibles in front of them. Jonathan Miles sat closest to Patrick, who stood at the head of the room giving his introduction. So far, it was flawless. Patrick periodically glanced at Miles who returned a subtle look of pride. He was rolling.


    Patrick hit a remote and the lights dimmed. Time for the PowerPoint presentation.


    A moment later, all hell broke loose.




    48


    The first few photographs on the automatic slideshow presentation were exactly as Patrick had expected, and he addressed each of them accordingly, perfectly:


    The Megablast product being enjoyed by both athletes and regular Joes …


    Enticing visuals of the “all-natural” ingredients that separated Megablast from the rest of the pack in the energy drink field …



    And then:


    A woman being screwed from behind while giving a blowjob to a second man in front …


    A tangle of women going down on each other …


    A close-up of a man’s erect penis …



    The table had collectively gasped after the first image. When shock released its hold on him, Patrick had snatched the projector’s remote and began feverishly mashing buttons, hoping beyond hope that erasing the images would somehow erase the collective minds of his prospective client.


    When Patrick’s fumbling with the remote had failed, it was Jonathan Miles who’d leapt from his chair and picked the projector itself up, smashing it to the ground, even stamping on it despite the fact the images had finally left the screen.


    Every member of the prospective client had hurried to their feet and out the conference room door with Patrick and Miles close behind, pleading that there’d been some dreadful misunderstanding, some horrible mistake.


    The appalled Megablast tribe had said nothing, only hurried towards the elevators as though fleeing a potential assailant. Desperate, Patrick had attempted stopping the elevator doors from closing by slamming his hand against one of them. A female client slapped his hand away and called him a disgusting pig.


    Patrick had brought his hand back as though suddenly burned and then watched helplessly as the metal doors came together until his clients were officially gone. He turned and gaped at Miles.


    Miles said, “My office—right-fucking-now.”


    • • •


    Patrick sat slumped over in front of Miles’ desk, his head down, both hands pressed against it. Miles raged for over twenty minutes:


    “Never in my 35 years in the business …”


    “What the fuck is wrong with you … ?!”


    “You’ve really done it, you son of a bitch. You’ve done it to yourself, and you’ve done it to ME! Do you know what this will do to us when word gets out?!”


    When Miles had eventually finished his fume—and Patrick didn’t dare speak a word during its entirety—his face was all veins and purple skin, both hands long since slammed and braced on his desk as he leaned in to hammer home each word. “Say something!” he demanded.


    Patrick lifted his head, and a strange calm washed over him. Still upset of course, still confused of course, but … it wasn’t him. He knew this as fact. And he felt a surge of righteousness in this undeniable truth.


    “It wasn’t me,” Patrick said.


    Miles blinked many times. “Come again?”


    “It wasn’t me.”


    Miles flumped back into his chair, threw his hands towards the sky. “Well hallelujah! That solves everything.” He picked up the phone. “Let me just call them back and tell them that the goddamn skin flick they watched as part of your presentation had nothing to do with you. Let me just tell them that and then all will be right-as-fucking-rain.” He slammed the phone back down.


    Patrick’s exterior remained calm while his mind surged with suspicion. “It was someone else,” he said. “Someone did this to me. I don’t know who, and I don’t know how, but someone—”


    When Miles and Patrick had first entered Miles’ office, Miles had drawn the shades with such force that one shade had fallen closed on a locked angle, giving a small diagonal view into the reception area. And like some gifted clue, Patrick spotted Steve Lucas walking right on by.


    That glance earlier. What was behind that glance? What was behind the son of a bitch’s glance???


    Patrick leapt from his chair and ripped open Miles’ door. He was on top of Steve Lucas in two strides and snatched his arm as though grabbing a fleeing thief.


    “Hey!” Lucas shouted. “What the—”


    Patrick pulled Lucas back into Miles’ office, slammed the door shut with the heel of his foot, and then shoved Lucas into the corner of the room.


    “Him,” Patrick said, his finger pointing at Lucas with such malice it looked capable of firing bullets. “It was him.”


    Lucas stuttered, “What the hell is—”


    “Shut up!” Patrick screamed. He turned to Miles, his finger still pointed at Lucas. “He fucked up that big software account and now he’s fucking up mine! He’s getting revenge because I know what he did.”


    Lucas went white. “I don’t know what he’s talking about, sir. I—”


    “Bullshit!” Patrick spat at him. He went back to Miles. “You know why he blew that software account, boss? Because he was busy getting piss-drunk and beating the shit out of a woman. That’s why. I’m the only one who knows that, and the little prick can’t stand it.” He whipped back to Lucas. “Can you? You can’t stand knowing I’ve got one up on you. So you tap into my software and try to ruin me!”


    “STOP!” Miles yelled. “Just … stop.” He sighed and shook his head. “Look, I don’t know what the beef is between you two, and to be honest, I don’t care—in my place of work you leave that shit at the front door. Patrick, you pointing fingers isn’t going to undo what just happened here today.”


    Patrick nodded fast. “I know it won’t, I know. But it will prove that I didn’t do this. That account meant everything to me.” He pointed his finger at Lucas again. “And he knew that. He’s responsible for what happened.”


    Miles hung his head, sighed, raised it and looked at Lucas. “Steve?”


    Lucas looked terrified. “What?”


    Miles splayed a hand. “Do you have anything to say?”


    “No. I don’t even know what’s going on!”


    “Somebody sabotaged Patrick’s presentation. Some pornographic images were inserted into the automatic slideshow. The account is blown.”


    Patrick studied Lucas’ reaction. Despite his rage, he could not help but acknowledge that Lucas wore a convincing look of shock. He was a wimp—he did not handle confrontation well. To think that he may be lying so convincingly now was difficult to accept.


    Could it have been someone else in the office? Perhaps. Problem is, Patrick thought, contrary to Hollywood’s lust for the beaten-to-death twist-ending, in real life it usually is the most likely suspect.


    “It was him,” Patrick said. “It had to be. Who else would have access to my office?”


    “Patrick, I swear—”


    “Shut up,” Patrick said without turning, his eyes fixed on Miles the whole time he spoke.


    Miles sighed yet again, looked at both men with a show of contempt. He then picked up the phone and punched a few numbers. “Stan? It’s Jon Miles. I need you to check all security codes entered into the system in the past—hold on …” Miles placed a hand over the receiver. “When was the last time you ran a check on your software, Patrick?”


    Without hesitation, Patrick said: “Right before I left last night. After six.”


    Miles took his hand away from the receiver. “Yeah, Stan, you still there? Check and see if anyone came in after six last night.”


    “I left at five last night,” Lucas blurted. “My brother and his kids are in from out of town!”


    Both men ignored him—the holy grail of truth lie on the other end of the telephone receiver.


    Lucas continued pleading. “I’m telling you, I—”


    Miles held up a hand, silencing him. “Yeah, Stan, I’m here … uh huh.” His eyes fell hard on Lucas. “Thanks.” Miles hung up. “Steve, our security system says you entered the building at exactly 12:15 A.M. last night. The officers ended their shift at 12. System says you swiped your way out at exactly 3:47 A.M. You mind telling me what you were—”


    Patrick spun and hammered Lucas in the face, shattering his nose into a bloody mess. Lucas fell back against the wall and slumped to the ground in a daze.


    “You motherfucker!” Patrick screamed, burying his foot into Lucas’ ribs. The man cried out, moaned and rolled over into a fetal ball.


    Patrick kicked his spine.


    He kicked the back of his head.


    He kicked his spine again.


    Miles hustled from behind his desk and grabbed Patrick from behind in a bear-hug. Patrick threw him off with ease and continued to kick Lucas anywhere he could. Miles gave up, turned and yanked open his door. “Call security!”


    A beast Patrick long-thought dead—a beast he sometimes refused to believe he had once embodied—had been resurrected, and when security rushed in to try and restrain him, Patrick actually roared.


    It took four guards to finally subdue him.




    49


    They were not back in Miles’ office after the fray. They were in the security office on the bottom floor. Patrick sat in a chair, a security guard on either side of him. Miles was on his feet, pacing back and forth in front of Patrick as he spoke.


    “Lucas is on his way to the hospital,” Miles said. “He looks like a goddamned bus ran him over.”


    Patrick stayed quiet, looking at the floor. His rage was not gone; common sense just had a hold on it.


    “His story checked out you know,” Miles said. “His brother and kids in town and all.”


    Patrick lifted his head. “What?”


    “We checked into it. His brother and kids were at his place last night.”


    Patrick frowned, dropped his eyes for a moment as he searched for reason. When they snapped back up on Miles, he said, “The system said he got here after twelve and stayed until almost four. He could have snuck out after they went to sleep.”


    “His brother claimed they were up until two, catching up. He’s willing to testify to that.”


    Patrick was adamant. “But that’s not—then how else do you explain …”


    Miles stopped pacing and faced Patrick. “I don’t know how to explain it, Patrick.”


    Patrick slapped his own chest. “You still don’t think I had anything to do with this, do you?”


    Miles closed his eyes and shook his head. He looked earnest. “No.”


    “Well then what the hell could have—”


    Miles held up a hand. “Cool it, Patrick. Just cool it.” He waited a tick. “The only logical thing I can think of right now is that someone got a hold of Lucas’ key card.”


    Patrick dropped his eyes in thought again. In his haste to blame Lucas he had never considered such a possibility. “Okay …” he said. “So then who would have—?”


    “Except,” Miles interrupted, “Lucas had his key card on him when he was carted off to the ER. We checked.”


    “So then both Lucas and his brother are lying,” Patrick said.


    Miles grabbed a chair and pulled it close to Patrick’s. He sat facing him, looked Patrick in the eye with equal parts sympathy and severity. “I don’t think they are, Patrick.” Miles lowered his voice—the guards could still hear, no doubt, yet he lowered it all the same for what Patrick guessed was the man-to-man, let’s cut the bullshit spiel to come. “Look, Patrick, I’m not an ignorant boss. I’m not blind. I know my employees, and I know Steve Lucas can be a pain in the ass sometimes. But I also know he wouldn’t do something like this. He doesn’t have it in him, he doesn’t have the balls. He’s a decent employee, and he can get the job done, but there’s a reason he never gets the really big accounts.” Miles leaned in closer. “Now, having just admitted that to you, can you honestly tell me you think Steve Lucas is capable of pulling something off like this? Something of this magnitude?”


    Patrick flashed on Lucas in his apartment last week. How scared he looked. How child-like. Patrick flashed on the times he told Lucas to get the hell out of his office. Again, how scared, how child-like. Miles was right: Steve Lucas was an annoying douche, but not the type to pull off something like this. What happened required planning, significant tech-knowledge … and a serious set of balls. Once again Patrick had to concede to Miles: Lucas didn’t have big balls. Average ones even.


    Patrick pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay,” he said. “So what now? Is the blame back in my lap?”


    Miles leaned back but did not move his chair. “No,” he said. “I don’t believe the Patrick I knew had this in him either.”


    Patrick frowned. “The Patrick you knew?”


    Miles looked at both guards. “Can you leave us alone for a few seconds, fellas? It’s okay.”


    The guards exchanged glances then left.


    Miles continued. “I know about what you and your family went through, Patrick.”


    “Jon—”


    Miles held up a hand. “I mean who doesn’t, right? The media didn’t exactly try to keep it a secret. And the public, they watch the news, they’re horrified for a bit, and then just like that it’s over and forgotten. Kind of like watching a movie. But it doesn’t work that way for you—it’s not forgotten just because it’s over. I’m not an ignorant boss. Something happens to a man after war. It changes him. Some say that war is the easy part. It’s the after that tears you up.”


    Patrick went to speak, but Miles raised his hand again.


    “But you’re a strong son of a bitch, Patrick. Not just here …” He touched Patrick’s thick arm. “But in here …” He touched Patrick’s heart. “And up here …” He pointed to Patrick’s head. “I wouldn’t have brought you back if I didn’t think you were ready. And I gave you Megablast because I knew you could handle it. Hell, maybe part of me suspected you needed something that big to occupy your mind. It wasn’t pity though. Christ, no, it wasn’t pity. This is my company after all; I can’t afford to be gracious at the expense of my wallet.” He smiled.


    Patrick didn’t.


    “And then I hear about your father-in-law,” Miles continued. “I even hear about your dog.”


    Patrick’s chin retracted.


    “I’m not an ignorant boss, Patrick …”


    Yes, you’ve made that quite clear.


    “I haven’t been in this business as long as I have without keeping solid tabs on all my employees.” Miles leaned back in his chair. “So I’ll be honest with you, Patrick. A part of me thought about taking Megablast away from you. I gave it to you in confidence when you came back to work. But after what’s been happening the last few months …”


    “What’s been happening?”


    Miles held up both hands and patted the air. “Relax, Patrick. I’m just saying every man has his limits.”


    “Limits? You think I’m cracking up? You think I put porn in the biggest presentation of my life as some kind of joke?”


    “Did I say that?”


    “You’re implying it.”


    “I don’t imply, Patrick. I say. And if I thought you were cracking up I would have taken you off the Megablast account immediately.”


    “So then what’s all this, ‘the Patrick you knew’ stuff? Are you saying I’m not the same guy?”


    Miles was beginning to look annoyed. “I’m saying you need some time off.”


    “You’re firing me.”


    “No—I’m saying you need some time off.”


    Patrick’s breath quickened. “Tell me something,” he said.


    Miles straightened his posture. “What?”


    “Tell me what you think happened. You don’t imply, you say, right? So say what you think happened. Say what you think happened to the presentation I killed myself over for months. You wanna have those guys come back in and check the security system again? Have them check and see how late I’ve been staying here every night? How much time I invested into this project, only to put a giant fucking cock up on-screen—”


    “Patrick!”


    Patrick stopped, his breath ragged, pulse hammering his skull.


    There was a moment of pause as both men collected themselves.


    “Okay,” Patrick eventually said. “So I need some time off. What—two, three weeks?”


    “More like months, Patrick.”


    “Months.” Patrick flashed a contemptuous smile. “If you’re going to fire me, Jon—”


    “You’re not fired, Patrick. But you will take some considerable time off.”


    Patrick looked away.


    “You’ll be compensated of course,” Miles said. “No change in benefits.”


    Patrick wanted to scream. To punch holes in all four walls. Instead he swallowed bile, turned back to Miles and said, “Okay.”


    They both stood and shook hands. Miles usually patted Patrick on his broad shoulders after a handshake. Not this time.


    • • •


    Patrick shoved the glass doors of the office building open as he made his way outside, a cardboard box of certain belongings tucked under one arm. The winter air bit into his nose and watered his eyes, and he believed it happened on purpose.


    Patrick moved quickly through the lot towards his car, the cardboard box nearly slipping out from under his arm. He caught it just in time, but a stapler still fell and hit the concrete. Patrick believed this happened on purpose too. He kicked the stapler across the lot, sending it skidding beneath a car. He spotted a man and a woman watching him in the distance.


    “What the fuck are you two looking at?!” he yelled.


    The couple turned their backs to him and began a huddled chat as though they’d never dared look at him in the first place.


    Patrick opened the Highlander, chucked the box into the passenger seat, then screeched out of the lot and sped for home.


    • • •


    “Here he comes,” Monica whispered to her father.


    They stared as Patrick kicked the stapler across the lot.


    “What the fuck are you two looking at?!”


    They turned away from Patrick and huddled together, giggling silently like kids. When the Highlander was gone they erupted in laughter.


    When they stopped, Monica lit a cigarette, inhaled deep and said, “I wonder how bad my lover-boy Steve is.”


    John smiled. “He didn’t look so hot when they wheeled him out.” John’s smile changed to a sly smirk as he eyed his daughter. “You knew he’d snap and throw him a beating right then and there didn’t you?”


    Monica exhaled a long stream accentuated by the cold, then batted her eyes. “I’d hoped. Call it a pleasant bonus.”


    He grinned. “Have I ever told you how proud of you I am?”


    “Not today.”


    “Apple of my eye, baby girl.”




    50


    Patrick and Amy were on the sofa. Patrick had told her everything.


    “Something’s going on, Amy.” He shook his head, flustered. “Something.”


    Amy had been prepared for two basic outcomes after her husband’s presentation: pass or fail. She was confident in pass, and was prepared for a hearty celebration. Fail was of course a possibility, but even if you took away her bias and optimism and laid out simple truths, it seemed unlikely Patrick could fail given the time and work he had invested in Megablast. Not to mention his consistent rise within the company since the day he’d signed on. And even if he did fail, so what? It wasn’t for lack of trying. There would be other accounts.


    Except Patrick had failed. And all of the rationale Amy had gathered to cushion such potential bad news was immediately tossed when it was revealed exactly why Patrick had failed. Sympathy and compassion and reassurance had been replaced with what and the and fuck? as Amy struggled to digest such an outlandish tale. She believed her husband’s story though. Never once doubted him. Truth, as the old saying goes (and after what her family had been through, she sure-as-shit believed it), was stranger than fiction.


    Amy rubbed his leg. “What do you mean? Something like what?”


    “This is no longer bad luck,” Patrick said. “Oscar? Your dad? Bad luck, I can admit that. But this? No fucking way.”


    Amy steadied herself. “Well what do you think happened?”


    “I would have sworn it was Steve Lucas. Would have sworn on anything. But now …”


    Amy really didn’t know what to say. She shared her husband’s sentiments—Oscar and her father had been bad luck. These new events were deliberate. There was no other explanation. “So now you’re not sure it was Steve?”


    Patrick laid his head back against the sofa and sighed. “I don’t know. Who else could it have been?”


    “Is there anyone else at the office you suspect?”


    “No. Besides, how could they have done it? How could they have gotten into the system with Lucas’ identity? Cracked my files and altered my presentation as smooth as they did? As far as I know, Jason Bourne doesn’t work at the office.”


    Amy smiled even though she knew the quip had no intention of producing one. “Maybe you should go see Lucas.”


    Patrick lifted his head off the sofa. “What? What makes you think he’s gonna want to see me? Shit, I’m still praying he doesn’t press charges.”


    Amy knew her husband too well not to suggest it again. She knew the idea had crossed his mind. “Do you really believe it was him?”


    Patrick stared at the ceiling for a silent moment. “No,” he eventually said, dejected. “Jon was right. Lucas is a pain in the ass, but he doesn’t have it in him.”


    Amy continued to stare at Patrick, her look repeating her previous suggestion.


    “What would I say?” he asked.


    “You could start with ‘I’m sorry.’”


    “Fine—I go say I’m sorry and kiss his ass so he won’t press charges. Then what?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Well, I can’t just let this drop. I have to find out who did this.” Patrick stopped, his fist tightened. “I swear that son of a bitch is behind it somehow.”


    “You just said—”


    “Not Lucas.”


    Amy read his mind. “Patrick …”


    “What?”


    “You know that’s impossible.”


    “So who was it? His asshole-brother’s ghost?”


    “Go see Lucas,” she said. “And then after that, I think you should go see Dr. Bogan.”


    “Dr. Bogan?”


    “You respect him. You’ve told me a dozen times you think the guy is a genius.”


    “He works with kids, Amy. Besides, we’ve got Dr. Stone.”


    “So then just talk to him. Invite him over for a chat. Nothing official.”


    “What about Dr. Stone?”


    “Dr. Stone is great—but she’s for us. This is for you. It wouldn’t hurt to call and ask. Tell him what happened. Ask him to drop by for a man-to-man chat. Tell him you value his insight.”


    “I don’t know.” Patrick’s eyes scanned Amy’s face. “Doesn’t this bother you? You know I didn’t do it. Don’t you want to know who did?”


    “Of course I do, baby.” And then a sudden voice in her head asked: Could it be Arty? Amy’s paranoia since the moment they’d arrived home from the hospital was no less severe than Patrick’s, perhaps more so, but the possibility that Arty was somehow behind this, locked up hundreds of miles away in Pittsburgh, seemed impossible. She buried the thought instantly and continued. “And ultimately I think we’ll find out who’s responsible. In the meantime, I think it might be wise to make amends with Steve Lucas. We’ve already got one court hearing coming up, the last thing we need is to look forward to another. Besides, maybe he’ll have a few theories of his own about what happened. It might shed some light on a possibility you haven’t considered yet.”


    “I’ve considered everything.”


    “You’re also upset. Your anger’s probably clouding your mind.”


    Patrick sunk into the sofa and rubbed his eyes. “Okay, fine.”


    “And you’ll call Dr. Bogan?”


    “I don’t know if they can do that—make house calls.”


    “You can still try. Again, nothing official—just someone you can vent to. How many times did you tell me you wished he was our therapist?”


    “Okay, I’ll try.”




    51


    Steve Lucas had been released from Chester County hospital the same day he’d arrived. He had a broken nose, two broken ribs, and a jacket of bruises.


    To Patrick’s surprise, Lucas let Patrick into his home and offered him a seat without a fuss. Lucas’ nose was plastered with a white dressing and both eyes were already black. He winced as he took a spot on his sofa. Patrick sat in a chair to Lucas’ left.


    “I’m not pressing charges, Patrick, if that’s what you’re worried about,” he said. “I thought about it, believe me I did, but you were the only one who came to check on me after … you know.”


    “I’m sorry, Steve. I have no excuse for my actions.” This wasn’t exactly true. At the time, Patrick felt he’d had a damn good excuse. “I had just worked so goddamned hard on that account. What happened … what happened was … Jesus, I don’t even know what to call it.”


    Lucas nodded. “It was fucked up.”


    Try, Patrick thought. What have you got to lose? “Can you think of anyone at work who might have been capable?”


    Lucas shook his head. “No. And I especially can’t think of anyone who could get hold of my key card, use it, then slip it back into my wallet hours later without my knowing it.”


    That was a big piece of the puzzle. If the key card was missing, then they’d be scratching the surface—someone had stolen his card and they’d be off to some kind of start. Problem was, the card wasn’t missing—Lucas still had it; apparently always did.


    Someone could have hacked into the security system in order to frame Lucas, Patrick supposed. It was possible. But it raised some questions. The first being why frame Steve Lucas? Because Lucas can be an asshole. That was easy enough. The second question was not so easy. Why sabotage Patrick’s account in one’s efforts to frame Lucas? What was the connection? Someone with the know-how on hacking into a high-tech security system could almost certainly think of better ways to mess with Steve Lucas than ruining Patrick’s account in the process. Perhaps Lucas and Patrick shared a common enemy at work? Who, though? Patrick liked to believe he got along well with everyone. And he was more than confident that if he had done something to upset someone in the past, it certainly didn’t warrant a retaliation in the vein of what he’d received. No. It didn’t add up. None of it added up.


    “Who do you think it might be?” Lucas asked. “Besides me of course.”


    Patrick gave a little smile, grateful Lucas had already resorted to levity. “I have no idea, man.”


    They sat in silence. Patrick looked around the room and saw that the big hole in Lucas’ wall had not yet been fixed. Should he change gears and mention it? He knew Lucas didn’t like to talk about it, but perhaps if Patrick expressed more interest in the debacle that had ensued with the girl Lucas had been seeing, it would cement Patrick’s status as the caring individual who’d checked up on him, lest the man ever change his mind about pressing charges.


    “Any updates on …” Patrick pointed to the hole in the wall.


    Lucas didn’t have to turn around and look. “No, thank God.”


    “You really don’t remember anything about that night?”


    Lucas shook his head. “I remember meeting her at the bar. The rest is a blank.”


    “Maybe someone slipped you something.”


    Lucas shrugged. “Too late to check now—if they did it would already be out of my system. I can tell you one thing though, Patrick: you can think whatever you like of me, but I have never laid a finger on a woman in my life. I’m no angel, I’ll admit to that, but even at my worst, I have never, ever …” He dropped his head and ran a hand through his hair. “Something weird happened that night. Something I had nothing to do with.” He brought his head back up and locked eyes with Patrick. “I’d bet my life on it.”


    Patrick looked at the coffee table and spotted Lucas’ cell phone. “Did you go through your phone? Look for any numbers dialed? Weird text messages? Pictures?”


    Lucas nodded. “Yeah—nothing. Just the one photo I took of us when we first got to the bar. That I remember taking.”


    “Let me see,” Patrick said.


    Lucas held his ribs and winced as he leaned forward and grabbed his phone. He punched a few buttons then handed it to Patrick.


    It was a picture of Lucas, grinning in all his glory, his arm out of the frame, holding the camera phone. His other arm was around a gorgeous blonde. She looked familiar.


    “Huh,” Patrick said.


    “What?”


    “She looks familiar.”


    “She does?”


    “Yeah,” Patrick said, frowning at the phone. “Where though?”


    Lucas said nothing.


    “Where did you meet her?”


    “At a bar around the corner. Bravo’s.”


    “What’s her name?”


    “Samantha.”


    Patrick stared at the image until it fuzzed. He blinked hard and continued looking. Where had he seen her? It had been recent. He knew it was recent. Maybe he had seen her at Bravo’s too. Except he had only been to Bravo’s once—a long time ago.


    Recent. Recent. Where? Whe—


    Patrick’s heart skipped. Bob’s funeral. He was looking at a picture of the gorgeous woman from Bob’s funeral.


    “Can’t be,” he whispered.


    Lucas said, “Huh?”


    Patrick ignored him. It couldn’t be. He remembered that woman as having dark hair, dark eyes. This woman was blonde with (he squinted) green eyes. Besides, Bob’s funeral was in Harrisburg. That woman claimed she was a local, knew Bob from Gilley’s Tavern. Steve’s photo was taken here.


    It couldn’t be her. No way.


    “Nothing,” Patrick said, shaking his head, handing the phone back to Lucas. “She reminded of someone I recently met.”


    “You met her?”


    “No, no. The woman I met lived in Harrisburg. She was at my father-in-law’s funeral. Besides the woman I met had dark hair and dark eyes. They just look a lot alike I guess.”


    Lucas said, “Well, if you ever do run into her, steer clear. The girl is bad news.”




    52


    Amy was heading out for the night with friends. Patrick told her not to drive home drunk. She punched him in the chest and told him he was hilarious.


    An hour later the doorbell rang. Dr. Bogan wore a pleasant smile as Patrick invited him in and took his coat.


    “I really appreciate you coming, Dr. Bogan. I know this isn’t usually the norm.”


    Dr. Bogan waved away Patrick’s comment. “Not a problem.”


    They left the foyer and entered the den. “Can I get you a drink?” Patrick asked. “We’ve got scotch, gin—”


    “I don’t suppose you have any V8 Juice?” Dr. Bogan asked.


    “I …” Patrick turned towards the kitchen. “I’m not sure. Let me check.” Patrick hurried towards the kitchen and checked the fridge, hoping to spot Dr. Bogan’s request. No luck. He checked the pantry. A large bottle stood tall and unopened. Nobody in their house drank V8, but there it was. Sadly, Patrick thought, this plastic bottle of vegetable juice might be the only pleasant surprise he’d had all week. “Eureka,” he called into the den. “It’s warm. Do you want ice?”


    Dr. Bogan, who had been puttering around the den, fingering books on shelves and smiling at family photos, said he would.


    Patrick returned to the den with a tall glass of V8 with ice. “You don’t mind if I fix myself a drink, do you?” Patrick asked.


    “Of course not.”


    Patrick opened the liquor cabinet adjacent to their largest book case, poured himself a Glenlivet neat, and motioned for Dr. Bogan to sit anywhere he wished. Dr. Bogan took the chair next to the sofa. Patrick took the sofa.


    “Cheers,” Patrick said.


    Dr. Bogan smiled with his eyes and clinked Patrick’s glass.


    They sipped, sighed, then sunk into their seats.


    Patrick had explained everything to Dr. Bogan over the phone, even his paranoid fears that in some inexplicable way, Arty Fannelli was responsible for recent events. Initially he had no intentions of briefing Dr. Bogan over the phone, but at the time it felt necessary, perhaps trying to convince Bogan to show in case the good doctor thought it best otherwise.


    Despite the briefing and the obvious subject at hand, Patrick felt he should begin by wading into the shallow end. “Caleb is doing great,” he said. “Better than great. He looks forward to your visits.”


    Dr. Bogan set his V8 on the coffee table. “Tell me about you,” he said.


    Patrick smiled. He should have known small talk was off the curriculum with Dr. Bogan.


    • • •


    “What you’re suggesting is somewhat fantastic, Patrick,” Dr. Bogan said.


    “I know—I don’t see how it could be possible either. Christ, I even called Pittsburgh this morning to see if he was still locked up.”


    Dr. Bogan accommodated him. “And is he?”


    Patrick smiled. “Yes.”


    Bogan returned the smile and sipped from his second glass of V8.


    “It’s just this whole thing—everything that’s happened after Crescent Lake—it’s something he would do.”


    “The sabotage of your account?” Dr. Bogan said.


    “No. Well, yes, but …” Patrick gave a frustrated sigh. “Okay, here’s the thing: before everything got really bad at Crescent Lake, there was all this … bad luck. I mean it’s all hindsight now, and I’ve been trying desperately not to kill myself over it, but we should have left that goddamned place long before everything went to hell. You see, that’s how they worked, him and his brother, they played games. They probably could have killed us whenever they wanted to—Christ, from the day we first arrived there for all I know. But they toyed with us. Even when they had us captive they still …” Patrick clenched his fist. “They still had to have their fun, still had to play their little games.


    “Before we even met them they were already planning, had already chosen us. And they were smart. Apparently they’d been doing this shit forever. They play little tricks and set little traps. They make you doubt yourself; chalk everything up to bad luck. Every-single-little-thing that happened—and again, I’m talking before we were tied up, before shit got real bad—was planned by them. From the moment I met the bastard at the gas station, their game had already begun. It just grew and grew from there, and before my stupid ego accepted the fact that this was not just bad luck, that these were not freak occurrences, it was too late. They had us.” Patrick drained his second scotch. “They fucking had us.”


    “And so now you think this bad luck—everything you’ve experienced since you’ve returned from Crescent Lake—is not bad luck,” Dr. Bogan said. “That it’s Arthur Fannelli managing to orchestrate some type of new game from behind bars in Pittsburgh.”


    “Ignoring my gut last time got a knife rammed in it,” Patrick said. “I almost lost my family. I won’t—it’s not going to happen again.”


    Dr. Bogan stood and began wandering around the den as he spoke. “The blown account does raise cause for concern. But the dog? Your father-in-law?”


    “And Amy’s drunk driving after her father’s drunk-driving-death.” Patrick added.


    Dr. Bogan shot a curious look over his shoulder. “Grief, followed by bad judgment?”


    “See that’s just it, Dr. Bogan. It doesn’t seem possible, it doesn’t make sense. But after what I’ve been through, after being up close and personal with this psychopath, I can now—without a fucking doubt—tell you this: It can make sense. It can be possible.” Patrick stared at his empty glass. “I just don’t know how.”


    Dr. Bogan began fingering the books on Patrick’s shelves again. “A fan perhaps?”


    “What?”


    “It’s a sad truth that serial killers have an enormous fan base. Perhaps Arthur Fannelli is pulling the strings of some admiring puppet on the outside.”


    Patrick was stunned. He feared Dr. Bogan was doubting him, filing him under paranoia as ninety-nine percent of other shrinks likely would have. But now he gratefully remembered why Dr. Bogan was not like ninety-nine percent of other shrinks, why he’d called him in the first place. The man had no preconceived notions. He did not jump to textbook conclusions. He eliminated the impossible, and whatever remained, however improbable, would likely be the truth. A modern day Sherlock Holmes … who drank V8.


    “I never thought of that,” Patrick said. “Jesus Christ, I never even thought of that.”


    Dr. Bogan continued puttering around the den as he spoke. “Many serial killers have copycats,” he added. “A sick homage to their idols.”


    Patrick hopped to his feet. “Well that must be it then! He’s got some crazy fan who—”


    Dr. Bogan held up a hand, then kindly waved Patrick back into his seat. “It’s a possibility, Patrick, that’s all. We know someone ruined your presentation, that’s irrefutable. But the other occurrences? To make them look like bad luck and accidents? That would take a significant degree of cunning. I question whether the type who would deify a character of Arthur Fannelli’s ilk would be capable of such feats.”


    “Well like you said yourself—what if Arty’s pulling the strings? Telling the guy what to do?”


    “Well then that brings us to the issue of communiqué. How would Arty be pulling these strings? I would be shocked if all his incoming and outgoing mail wasn’t thoroughly scrutinized.”


    “Maybe Arty paid off one of the officers. I’ve read about corrupt guards helping prisoners. They do all kinds of crazy shit for them. Even help them escape.”


    Dr. Bogan nodded. “Possible.”


    Patrick felt a queer sense of excitement, like a detective on the verge of cracking a case. “So what can we do?”


    Dr. Bogan picked up the guest book from Bob’s funeral. Audrey Lambert did not want the book; its reminder would have forced sincere grief, popped her little bubble-world of repression. So Amy had taken it.


    Dr. Bogan smiled at the larger-than-life photo of Bob Corcoran on the cover of the guest book. “Well we can contact the prison again,” he said as he began leafing through the book. “Ask if any mail has seemed out of the ordinary.”


    “Should we call now?”


    Dr. Bogan flipped another page. “I think it can wait until morning.”


    “The trial is this Monday.”


    “He’s not going anywhere, Patrick.”


    “But if we find something, we can use it—his insanity plea won’t stand a chance.”


    “Most insanity pleas don’t stand a chance anyway.” Dr. Bogan flipped another page of endless signatures. “Your father-in-law was a popular man.”


    Patrick felt a twinge of irritation at Dr. Bogan’s diversion; he wanted to stay on topic. “I know, but listen, if we call now—”


    Dr. Bogan said: “Stop.”


    Patrick thought Dr. Bogan was somehow reprimanding him for his incessant questioning. Yet the doctor’s eyes remained on the guest book, his index finger marking something.


    Dr. Bogan’s expression rarely changed; it was always calm and assured. Pleasant was the closest he came to excitement, and anger did not exist. His expression now was different, something Patrick had yet to see in the man. It crackled with intensity and focus. Dr. Bogan handed Patrick the open guest book and pointed to a name:


    A. Fannelli.



    Patrick lifted his eyes off the page and locked them with Bogan’s. Patrick got it now, the doctor’s new expression: Holmes had found his improbable truth.


    Patrick said, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”


    • • •


    Amy was pleased to see Dr. Bogan’s car still in their driveway when she came home. She hoped the doctor’s long stay was a sign that things were going well, that he was helping Patrick in ways she felt she couldn’t.


    Amy pulled into the garage and hit the automatic door. It hummed shut behind her. She entered the mudroom and only had time to remove one shoe before Patrick rushed forward and shoved the guest book into her face.


    • • •


    “I knew it,” Patrick said. “I fucking knew it. Same thing at Crescent Lake, Amy. Same exact thing.”


    Patrick and Amy were on the sofa. Dr. Bogan was back in his chair.


    “All this bad luck—it was impossible,” Patrick added.


    Amy kept her eyes on the signature in the guest book. “I don’t get it. How?”


    “We think it’s a fan. Someone Arthur Fannelli is manipulating on the outside,” Dr. Bogan said.


    “But how?” Amy asked again.


    “Well, that’s the mystery,” Dr. Bogan said.


    “But that signature in the guest book proves that someone was at your dad’s funeral,” Patrick said.


    Amy considered everything. “Maybe it was a sick joke. Someone with a very bad sense of humor.”


    “Come on, Amy. It was your father’s funeral. I don’t care how messed-up your sense of humor is, nobody’s gonna do something like that. Whoever wrote that knew what they were doing. Even more unsettling—knew exactly where we’d be that day.”


    “So then why didn’t he do anything?” Amy said. “If he knew where we were, why didn’t he try and hurt us after the funeral?”


    “Because it’s all a fucking game!” Patrick yelled. “Why didn’t they kill us straight away at Crescent Lake? You know how that son of a bitch works!”


    Amy’s pulse quickened. “So is this signature a sign of more to come? Do we have to worry about someone else now?”


    Dr. Bogan looked at Patrick. “I think we should call Allegheny County. Ask about fan mail. See if anything out of the ordinary has stood out.”


    “Don’t you think they would have contacted us?” Amy asked.


    “Not necessarily,” Dr. Bogan said.


    Patrick said, “I’m calling right now.”


    • • •


    Patrick snapped his phone shut, reentered the den shaking his head. “They said nothing out of the ordinary, all things considered. Said the only thing that had them scratching their heads was a sympathy card.”


    “A what?”


    “A sympathy card addressed to Arty. No return address. Consideration for the passing of Mae’s father.”


    Amy fell momentarily silent.


    Patrick reiterated: “The jail said that was the only item that stood apart from the rest of the sick fan-mail he gets.”


    Dr. Bogan suddenly stood. The Holmes expression was back. “I wonder if the smug bastard had the audacity to spell it with a y.”


    Patrick said, “Huh?”


    Amy locked eyes with Dr. Bogan, became his Watson. “I’m May.”


    Dr. Bogan nodded. “Indeed you are.” He looked at Patrick. “May is an anagram for Amy. Either way you spell it—M-a-e, or M-a-y—the message is still very clear. The sympathy card was telling Arthur Fannelli that Amy’s father was dead.”


    • • •


    Patrick slammed the phone down onto its receiver. He had phoned the Allegheny County Police again, explaining their discoveries, and then phoned the local police explaining the same, demanding protection for his family. The Allegheny County Police assured Patrick that Arthur Fannelli had no outgoing mail. Was even denied internet access. That ruled out any prompting on Arty’s end. The Allegheny County Police surmised that the “fan” had simply heard of Bob Corcoran’s unfortunate accident and reached out to Arty in some ambiguous way to inform him. The local police agreed with the Allegheny County Police, but still agreed to investigate and send a cruiser by periodically to check up on the Lamberts. It could not be ignored that a crazed fan was out there somewhere, and that the Lamberts could be in some type of danger. This held little comfort.


    “Fucking bullshit,” Patrick said. He paced throughout the den. “The son of a bitch is in jail and he’s still getting to us. This is a goddamned nightmare.”


    “Is it possible?” Amy asked. “Is it possible my father was murdered?”


    “Why not?” Patrick said. “Whoever the hell it is out there, they could have made it look like an accident.” He turned to Dr. Bogan. “Right?”


    “I suppose,” Dr. Bogan said. “Though it’s likely that what the police said is true: the fan read about the death of Amy’s father and took the initiative to inform Arthur Fannelli in some cryptic way.” Dr. Bogan scratched his bald head then asked: “The police did a thorough investigation of the accident?”


    Amy said, “Yes.”


    Dr. Bogan nodded slowly, silently digesting her response.


    “What about Oscar?” Patrick said. “Maybe this fan messed with my car—cut the hose so the antifreeze would leak all over the driveway.”


    “But then comes the daunting task of ensuring the dog consumes the antifreeze,” Dr. Bogan said.


    “Except the poor little guy did consume it,” Patrick said. “So whatever trick he had up his sleeve sure as hell worked.”


    Dr. Bogan turned to Amy. “At your father’s funeral—did anyone stick out? Was there anyone there you didn’t recognize?”


    “There were lots of people there we didn’t recognize,” Amy said. “My dad had a million friends.”


    “Did anyone say anything to either of you? Anything out of the ordinary?”


    Both Amy and Patrick said no.


    The doorbell rang. Patrick left the den to answer. He returned with an officer from the Upper Merion Police Department by his side. The officer stood as Patrick took his spot back on the sofa.


    “I’m Detective Knauer,” the detective said. “I’m going to be asking you a few questions, okay?” He took out a small notebook and pen.


    • • •


    Amy and Patrick recounted everything for Detective Knauer. Dr. Bogan remained silent. The detective asked what Patrick felt were rudimentary, and therefore useless questions:


    People following you?


    No.


    Approached by strangers?


    No.


    Damage to your property?


    No.


    Anything at all that may seem out of the ordinary?


    It was then that Patrick blurted: “You mean aside from having our dog die, my wife’s father die, and someone slipping porn into my presentation?”


    The detective appeared unfazed by Patrick’s frustrated outburst and continued questioning. “How close of a daily routine do you keep?” he asked.


    Amy asked him to elaborate.


    “What I mean is—is your daily routine clockwork? Do you take scheduled walks on specific routes? Visit certain places regularly? Leave for work at precisely the same time each day? Things like that.”


    “This is suburbia,” Amy said with a whiff of contempt. “Everyone has a routine.”


    Again the detective ignored any passive-aggressive remarks and continued jotting in his notebook. “Neighbors,” he then said. “Have any neighbors mentioned anything to you? Suburbia tends to have an eye out every window. Have any neighbors reported any suspicious characters in the neighborhood?”


    “If they did, no one mentioned anything to us,” Patrick said.


    “I assume you have a community watch?”


    Amy said, “Yes.” She then looked at Patrick and said, “Margaret Connors would call 911 if she saw a deer roaming the neighborhood.”


    Patrick nodded at his wife then looked at the detective. “A neighbor of ours,” he said. “A retired woman who, like you said, always keeps one eye out the window.”


    The detective jotted it down then put his notebook away. “Okay, folks—I’ve got everything I need for now. I’ll be in regular touch with the Allegheny County Police Department, and we’ll be doing periodic checks on your home. Meanwhile I suggest you try and deviate from your regular routine as much as possible.”


    “Won’t be a problem,” Patrick scoffed. “I don’t have a job anymore.”


    Amy rubbed his leg and whispered, “Yes you do.”


    “In the meantime, if you spot any suspicious-looking men or women, please call. Nothing is insignificant.”


    Women? Patrick thought. It never occurred to him that the fan could be a woman, that a woman could be capable of such things. Wouldn’t that be perfect though? Who would suspect? Who would—


    “Wait.” Patrick stood. “Wait, wait, wait.” He thought of the woman on Lucas’ phone. The woman at the funeral. Their likeness. Her beauty. What was it Amy’s brother Eric had said at the funeral after they’d met the woman?


    If I was straight … ?


    No, not that. It was Amy who’d said what he was digging for:


    No way a girl like that goes to Gilley’s. She’d stick out like a Victoria’s Secret model at a sci-fi convention.


    His wife was right. He’d been to Gilley’s—the best looking woman he’d seen all night was a five, tops.


    “The woman at the funeral,” Patrick said to Amy. He thought, fuck it, and added, “The hot one. You said it yourself: no way would she go to Gilley’s; she’d stick out like a model at a sci-fi convention, remember?”


    Amy nodded. “Yeah. So?”


    “I might have seen her again.”


    “What?”


    “No, it’s not like that. It’s—” Patrick rushed into the kitchen and grabbed his cell phone. He dialed Steve Lucas’ number as everyone from the den looked on.


    “Hello?”


    “Steve! It’s Patrick.”


    “Hey, man, what’s—”


    “The girl. The bad news girl. You say you met her locally, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    “What else can you tell me about her?”


    “Why?”


    “Please, Steve. What else?”


    “I don’t know. What do you mean?”


    “Anything strange about her? Anything unusual?”


    There was a pause.


    “Steve?”


    “I’m thinking … I don’t know, she was kind of aggressive I guess.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Well, she slept with me the first night we met. And she was the one who instigated it. I thought it was a one night stand thing or whatever, but we went out again the next night. She seemed like she wanted to pursue something.”


    “What makes you say that?”


    “Well she dropped by work a few times. Brought me lunch. I figure a girl just looking for a good time wouldn’t—”


    “She what? She was at the office? Where was I? Why didn’t I see her?”


    “I don’t know. You were always out I think.”


    “Son of a bitch. What else?”


    “She’s got a monster for a big brother. But I already told you that.”


    He had told Patrick that. And Patrick had forgotten. There’s two of them, he thought. Christ, there’s two of them.


    “He looked older though,” Steve added.


    “What?”


    “The guy said he was her big brother, but he looked too old. I mean, not real old, just too old to be her brother. But who knows?”


    “Father maybe?”


    “I guess.”


    “Do you still have that photo of her on your phone?”


    “No, I erased it.”


    “Fuck.”


    “What’s going on?”


    “Nevermind. Thanks.” Patrick hung up and returned to the den. He dove right in as though everyone had been listening to his conversation and didn’t need any briefing. Fortunately, he was right.


    “This woman was aggressive with Lucas—courted him and slept with him on the first night. She was the one who instigated it. You’ve seen this woman, baby, she’s a knockout. What would you rate Lucas?”


    Amy shrugged. “Average at best.”


    “Exactly. Why would a knockout like her express such dire interest in someone like Lucas? Immediately seduce him?” The room remained quiet. The detective listened on with the anxious look of a civilian now. “Lucas claims she came by the office several times during that week they were dating.”


    “She did?” Amy said. “You didn’t see her?”


    Patrick felt an odd surge of delight in relaying the details of the mystery, forgetting for a moment that the whole debacle cost him his account. “No—I was never there. She always showed up when I wasn’t in the office. That means she was watching me.” He looked at the detective with what felt like a kindred stare and added: “Studying my routine.”


    Detective Knauer nodded back, eyes affirmative and intense.


    “Let’s face it,” Patrick said, bringing his attention back to the group. “She already had Lucas. She had him the first night she slept with him. So why bother coming by to drop off lunch or say hello?” He paused a tick, looked at everyone. When no one spoke up, he said: “She was getting the layout of the office.”


    “But how would she get in after hours?” Amy asked.


    “Lucas blacked out the night of their incident. Says he can’t remember anything. My guess? She drugged him and took his key card.”


    “But you told me Lucas still had his key card; it wasn’t missing,” Amy said.


    “Then she probably took it and made a quick copy,” Patrick said. “Placed the key back into Lucas’ wallet before he woke up.”


    “Can you copy those things?” Amy asked. “It’s not a turn-key.”


    “Why not?” Patrick said. “With today’s technology … ?”


    The room fell silent for a tick, taking it all in.


    Detective Knauer started scribbling in his notebook again. “Can you give me a description of the woman? A name maybe?”


    “Lucas said her name was Samantha. I doubt that’s her real name though.”


    “Description?” the detective asked again.


    Amy and Patrick looked at one another. “I don’t know,” Patrick said. “At the funeral she had dark hair and dark eyes.”


    Amy said, “About five-six, I guess. A hundred and twenty-five pounds.”


    Patrick nodded in agreement.


    “Anything else? Anything distinguishing?” Knauer asked.


    “She was beautiful,” Amy said. “Really beautiful. And she had a way about her—like some sultry model or actress or something.”


    Patrick chose not to nod on that one.


    Knauer jotted more in his notebook.


    “However,” Patrick said, “the picture I saw of her on Lucas’ cell phone was different. She had blonde hair and green eyes.”


    Dr. Bogan finally spoke. “A disguise?”


    “Probably,” Patrick said.


    Knauer looked suddenly disappointed. “Those are two very different descriptions, Mr. Lambert.”


    “It was her,” Patrick said. “I’m sure of it.”


    “Does this Steve Lucas still have the picture?” Knauer asked.


    Now it was Patrick who looked disappointed. “No—he erased it.”


    “So in essence, we don’t really know what she looks like,” Detective Knauer said.


    “I’d know her if I saw her,” Patrick said.


    “That’s not too helpful,” Knauer said. “We need to get an exact description out for the general public if there’s any merit to this.”


    Patrick felt a jab of annoyance at the detective’s sudden skepticism; for a brief moment he believed Detective Knauer was hanging on his every word. “Merit? How else can you explain this? It makes perfect sense to me.”


    Knauer nodded. “It does seem plausible, but without a description …”


    Amy said, “We gave you a description.”


    “A woman that looks like a sultry movie star, who could have either dark hair and dark eyes, or blonde hair and green eyes?” Knauer splayed his hands.


    The detective was right. It annoyed Patrick to no end, but the man was right. He then suddenly remembered Lucas’ comment about the big man who punched a hole in his wall.


    “There’s something else,” Patrick said. “I think there are two of them. A man is involved too—a big guy, older. Lucas said the guy claimed to be this woman’s big brother, but looked more like her father.”


    Knauer flipped back pages in his notes. “The man who confronted Steve Lucas the next morning after he blacked out.”


    “Right,” Patrick said. “That could explain Bob’s accident. A slight woman would have trouble staging such a thing alone. But with the help of a big guy?”


    “I was reliably informed that your father-in-law’s death was an accident. His blood alcohol level was .29. That’s very drunk.”


    Amy said, “Yes—we’re well aware. But my father’s been driving home drunk from that bar for years.”


    The logic in Amy’s statement was as empty as the night she’d said the same to Sergeant Bennett in Harrisburg. Detective Knauer’s judgmental expression reflected that empty logic. “It only takes one time, ma’am.”


    Patrick spoke up. “You’re right. We’re not condoning anything. But what my wife is alluding to, what our gut is telling us, is that somehow—” He stopped, took a long, necessary breath. “Somehow…”


    Detective Knauer put his notebook away. “We can start with the description of the woman. I’ll have some men ask around your office, see if they can add anything to it. It’s doubtful we can pursue anything about Mr. Corcoran. He was cremated, yes?”


    Amy looked at her feet and said, “Yes.”


    Knauer nodded. “That rules out an autopsy.”


    “So basically there’s nothing we can do,” Patrick said.


    “I didn’t say that,” Knauer said. “Like I mentioned earlier, we’ll check in on you periodically, have a cruiser patrol the area. And we’ll try for more testimony at your place of work—try and get a better description of the woman.”


    Patrick wanted to laugh in the detective’s face. From the moment his family encountered the bastards back in Crescent Lake they were already two sizeable steps behind, playing their twisted little game without an invite. Why would it be any different now?


    No more doubt.


    No more chalking it all up to bad luck.


    Call him the most paranoid man on earth, but from now on Patrick’s gut was better than any possible evidence the police could unearth. His gut was everything.


    “Fine,” Patrick said. He shook the detective’s hand and thanked him but meant none of it. Let them ask questions at the office. Let them patrol the area and pop in from time to time. He knew it would amount to nothing—Arty was pulling the strings, and his puppets seemed exceptionally capable. Initially, Patrick almost insisted they go right to the source and sweat Arty until he bled the truth. But he knew that would be futile—Arty would assuredly deny everything, feign ignorance. And most importantly, the son of a bitch would love it. He would love being so intimately involved, to know the Lamberts were suffering still. Patrick would not give the prick the satisfaction.


    “You’re going to court on Monday, yes?” the detective asked as Patrick and Amy led him to the front door.


    “Yes,” Patrick said. “We’re leaving tomorrow. Going to stay the night.”


    “I suggest you focus on that,” Knauer said. “Once he’s convicted, and he will be convicted, then I can assure you he’ll spend the rest of his life behind bars. Graterford Prison is rough. Maybe you can take some delight in knowing that he’ll be receiving some serious karma from his fellow inmates.” Knauer smiled and winked.


    Patrick’s face remained grave while he opened the front door for the detective. “They can send him anywhere they want. It won’t matter.”


    Detective Knauer sighed as he stepped outside. “We’ll find whoever’s responsible, Mr. Lambert.”


    “Good luck.” Patrick closed the door.
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    Patrick and Amy arrived in Pittsburgh just after seven on Sunday night. Previously, they had arranged for the kids to stay with Patrick’s parents. Now it was out of the question. Patrick and Amy wanted their children with them at all times.


    They were greeted at the hotel soon after their arrival by two officers from the Allegheny County Police Department. The officers were scheduled to work in shifts standing guard outside the Lambert’s hotel door. A part of Patrick wished this crazy bitch and big guy would show that night and the officers would shoot them dead.


    If there really is a crazy bitch and big guy out there doing Arty’s bidding, a sliver of his paranoia said.


    “No,” he whispered to himself. “There is. There is.”


    • • •


    Sleep seemed almost laughable. Still, they managed some. Patrick was awake by six, Amy stirred moments later. The kids remained out cold.


    The couple dressed quietly, speaking in whispers. Carrie eventually woke at seven. Caleb stayed zonked.


    “We should wake him,” Amy said to Patrick. “I want to get them a little something to eat before we leave.” The plan was to leave the kids in police custody while Patrick and Amy were in court, and Amy wasn’t sure the police would have the presence of mind to feed her kids while they were gone. Chips and soda from a vending machine maybe, but Amy wanted at least one proper meal in their bellies before she and Patrick returned—whenever that would be.


    Carrie overheard her mother’s suggestion about waking her brother and instantly yelled at Caleb to get up. Amy tweaked her daughter’s ear and told her to be nice.


    “Go brush your teeth,” she told them both once Caleb was on his feet.


    Patrick nudged Amy to the far corner of the hotel room, out of earshot. “How do you feel?”


    “Nervous,” she said. “I don’t want to see him again.”


    “Remember, baby: the final fuck you. We look that bastard dead in the eye and let him know we won.”


    “Did we?”


    “Yes. To hell with what’s going on now. To hell with it. We don’t let him see any of our grief; we don’t give him the satisfaction. We can do this, baby. We beat him once and we will do it again.” He then flashed a devilish smirk. “Hell, I’m even starting to look forward to it.”


    Amy hugged him. Patrick lowered his lips to her ear. “The final fuck you, baby. Just like we planned. He’s just a man. A sick, pathetic man … and he messed with the wrong goddamned family.”


    Amy hugged harder. Patrick kissed the top of her head. “We can do this, baby.”


    • • •


    The Lamberts exited the hotel room and were immediately greeted by two officers. Good mornings without smiles were exchanged. The officers then led the family down the hall towards the elevators, a man in front, one bringing up the rear. Once everyone was safely piled inside, one of the officers hit the lobby button, the doors closed, and the elevator hitched before descending.


    “Makes my belly feel funny,” Carrie said.


    One of the officers looked down at her and smiled.


    The number eight on the panel above glowed.


    Seven glowed.


    Six.


    Five.


    Four.


    The elevator stopped. The doors opened. A young man and girl. The officers told them to please wait for the next lift. The officer hit the lobby button again.


    Three.


    Two.


    The elevator stopped again. One of the officers grumbled under his breath. The doors opened. No one was there. An officer poked his head out, looked left and right.


    Nothing.


    The officer came back inside the lift and shrugged, went to hit the lobby button once again but stopped. The radio on his shoulder had started to crackle then screech. Caleb jumped and Carrie held her ears.


    The officer adjusted a dial, tilted his chin towards the radio and clicked it. “Go ahead.”


    The voice came back stern and sharp. “What’s your position?”


    “Coming down in the elevator now. Stopped on the second floor.”


    “Take them back up to the room. Do it now.”


    The officer frowned. “Say again, sir?”


    “Take them back up to the room now. You’ve got backup coming up the stairwell. Feds are on their way.”


    “Feds? Sir, what’s the FBI—?”


    “Do it now.”


    “Roger that.” The officer let go of his radio and pushed the button for the ninth floor. The doors closed.


    Patrick said, “What’s going on? Why is the FBI on their way?”


    The officer flipped the snap on his holster and gripped the handle of his gun. He looked at Patrick and said: “I have no idea.”




    54


    Earlier


    6 A.M. Monday morning. Arthur Fannelli was still on his cot, wrapped tight in a blanket. A heavy metallic thud echoed down the jail’s corridor. He rolled towards the wall. The sound of uniformed footsteps clacked closer until they stopped in front of his cell. Now two dings of a night stick on the cell bars.


    “Rise and shine, Fannelli. Big day today.”


    Arty stayed wrapped in his blanket and glanced over his shoulder. “You finally getting your GED?”


    The officer cranked the key, slid the cell door open with a boom. “Fannelli, I really don’t want to have to explain how you slipped and fell—again—before your big day in court.”


    Arty stayed put.


    The officer entered the cell, began clinking his night stick against the metallic sink. “Last warning, Fannelli. You getting up?”


    Arty rolled over, kicked off the blanket, sat up and yawned. He was already dressed—the orange jumpsuit given to him the night before.


    “Good boy, Fannelli. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were almost eager to go and get your ass kicked up and down that court r—”


    Arty hopped to his feet. The officer jumped back and raised his baton. Arty smirked, turned around and placed his hands behind his back to be cuffed.


    The officer shoved Arty’s face into the wall as he cuffed him. “Yeah—you keep smiling, fuckface.”


    • • •


    The gray armored bus transporting Arthur Fannelli to court hit a bump in the road and the vehicle bounced.


    “Whoa! Careful, fellas—I’m in no hurry,” Arty called from the cage in back. Both his hands and his feet were shackled. Outside the wire mesh cage sat three officers—one close to the cage, one seated towards the front of the bus, one the driver. All but the driver held a shotgun in his lap.


    The officer close to the cage glanced at Arty. “How can you sit there and smile?”


    Arty shrugged, his cuffs clinking between his knees. “Just feels like a good day.”


    The officer smirked. “All you freaks act tough … until they start carrying you away. Then you start cryin’ like the pussies you are.”


    “Assuming I’m found guilty,” Arty said.


    The officer snorted. “And you all think you’re gonna go free too. Delusional dipshits.”


    Arty kept smiling.


    The driver checked his side view mirror and muttered, “What the hell is this?”


    The officer closest to the driver looked out the side window. “What does she think she’s doing?”


    Arty strained forward until the cuffs bit into his wrists and ankles. Peering out the windows ahead and to his left, he caught a glimpse of a red sports car speeding next to the bus on the rural two lane road. He strained an inch further, glanced down and saw no dotted lines on the road for passing, just two parallel strips of solid yellow. The red sports car eventually passed the bus, then immediately sliced in front, disappearing from Arty’s view in a blink.


    The bus driver hit the brakes and then his horn. “Stupid rich bitches,” he said. “Always in a hurry to get nowhere.”


    “Should call it in,” the officer in front said. “Give her dumb ass a tick—”


    The driver stomped the brakes and screamed: “BITCH!”


    The bus screeched and swerved, nearly tipping to one side as it tried to stop its mass on a dime. The officer by the cage flew into the seat ahead of him. Arty rocked to one side, the cuffs biting deeper into his flesh.


    The bus was stopped now, engine idling, all four men—Arty included—breathing heavily.


    The officer in back spoke first. “The fuck is going on?!”


    The officer in front stood, turned and faced the officer in back, shotgun held tight to his chest. “Some stupid bitch just pulled out in front of us, then hit her fucking—”


    The officer’s forehead exploded.


    Arty watched three more instantaneous pops, each one a tiny explosion of glass and blood. The driver took one in the head. The officer by the cage, the head and neck. All three men were dead. No question.


    Arty’s breathing was erratic. This was it. This had to be it.


    A small detonation at the front of the bus made Arty flinch. The door was now open. A slender woman appeared through a faint cloud of gray smoke. She pointed a pistol at the dead driver and shot him twice more, and then the officer in front twice more. She moved with a hurried calm towards Arty’s cage. The woman was wearing sunglasses. She took them off for a moment and winked at Arty. He grinned back.


    His sister Monica bent and snatched the keys from the dead officer at her feet. She unlocked the cage and then her brother’s cuffs. She pumped two more bullets into the officer and then handed the gun to Arty. He pumped a third bullet into the dead officer, and then a fourth that made him laugh.


    Monica smiled, took her brother’s hand and led him quickly down the bus’ aisle and out to the battered Dodge Dakota that was waiting for them. Monica got into the passenger’s seat, Arty in back where what looked like some kind of sniper-rifle lay at his feet.


    “Dad,” Monica said to the driver. “I’d like you to meet your son, Arthur.”
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    The Lamberts’ hotel room on the ninth floor was crowded and noisy. FBI agents and Allegheny County officers walked in and out, their radios constantly crackling information, their chatter amongst themselves sometimes whispers, sometimes loud.


    Arthur Fannelli had escaped his transport to court. He was loose. And he’d had help—professional help. A rookie cop on his first call would have spotted this truth after five minutes on the scene. Three officers of the Allegheny County Police had been murdered. The department wanted swift vengeance for their fallen comrades, however there were strong possibilities that Arthur and his accomplices had already crossed state lines. This meant the FBI. So in addition to the noise and chaos filtering in and out of the hotel room, a fog of resentment from the Allegheny County Police was in the air. It was why sometimes there were whispers and sometimes there weren’t—the officers whispered to one another (subtle sneers on their faces making one wonder why they bothered whispering at all); the agents spoke loud, establishing a sense of dominance and control over the situation, aware but indifferent to the officers’ disdain at their arrival. Patrick guessed they were more than used to it whenever they arrived to assist in an investigation.


    Patrick also guessed something else, and it seemed to surprise Agent Chris Miller when Patrick voiced it.


    “What makes you think he won’t cross state lines?” Miller asked.


    “Because I know,” Patrick said.


    Miller frowned. “You mind giving me a little more?”


    “He wants us. He doesn’t want to hide.”


    “Maybe. But he’ll want to hide for now.”


    “For now,” Patrick said with a shrug. “But he’ll find us.” The initial panic was gone—for Patrick and Amy. A type of defense mechanism had kicked in. An acceptance of sorts. Not defeat, no. Just acceptance.


    Agent Miller studied Patrick. Patrick stared right back, his expression calm and indifferent, almost bored. “If he does find you—” Miller began.


    “He will,” Patrick said.


    “—then we’ll be there to grab him.”


    “Them.”


    “Whomever. We will find them, and we will protect you and your family, Mr. Lambert. This is a whole new ball game now.”


    “Amy!” Patrick called across the room. “Amy, come here a minute.”


    Amy left Carrie and Caleb with one of the Allegheny County officers and joined her husband’s side.


    “They’re going to protect us,” Patrick said. “Apparently it’s a whole new ball game now.”


    Amy said, “That’s super!”


    Miller let out a long breath, dropped his head and nodded slowly. “Look—I can’t even begin to imagine what you folks have been through—”


    “No, you can’t,” Patrick interrupted, his demeanor still calm and certain. “But you go on ahead and do your job. You try and find the son of a bitch and his new buddies. And you try and protect us all you want; we won’t refuse. But if it’s all the same to you, I’m calling in an old friend.”


    Miller said: “What?”


    Amy said: “Who?”


    Patrick said, “I’m calling Domino. If anyone can protect us from those psychopaths, it’s him.”


    “Who’s Domino?” Miller asked.


    “Any old buddy of mine. We played football together in high school. He went into the Marine Corps after that. He’s got his own security company now. He’s also the toughest motherfucker on Earth. I’m calling him.”


    “We don’t need anyone impeding our investigation,” Miller said.


    “He won’t be investigating. He’ll be protecting.”


    “I told you, we’d do that,” Miller said.


    Patrick gave the indifferent shrug again. “Sorry, Agent Miller, but your words offer little comfort.”


    Miller let out another long breath. “Mr. Lambert, I appreciate your situation, and I understand your reluctance to trust—”


    “No you don’t. You just admitted you didn’t a few minutes ago. Right now there are precious few people my family trusts.”


    “But you’re willing to trust this Domino.”


    “Yes,” Patrick said without pause.


    “Mr. Lambert, we cannot have some rogue tough guy jeopardizing procedure. The people who pulled off this escape appear highly trained.”


    “Domino’s hardly a rogue. He and his team are as professional as they come. Look him up: Domino Taylor.”


    Miller shook his head. “It’s a bad idea.”


    “I’m calling him,” Patrick insisted. “Right now I believe he’s the only man capable of protecting my family.”


    Miller threw up his hands. “Alright … alright fine—it’s your dime though.”


    “He won’t charge me a penny.”


    “Just make sure he stays out of our way.”


    “He will,” Patrick said. “In fact you’ll never know he’s there—not if he doesn’t want you to.”


    • • •


    Amy remembered Domino Taylor well. It was hard to forget such a man, even after the five years that had passed since he’d last been to the house. Amy had still been pregnant with Caleb then, and of all things impressive about the man, she would always remember his massive frame dropping to one knee so he could talk to Amy’s pregnant belly, the whites of his animated eyes heightened in his chocolate complexion, his voice a bass that shook items off tables in contrast to his gentle, nurturing words, telling Caleb he could not wait to meet him, could not wait for the day they could throw the football around together.


    And of course there were the stories Patrick had told her. What an accomplished soldier Domino had been, the action he saw, his prowess on and off the battlefield with his new career in security, protecting the elite of the elite. It was unparalleled. Yet what Amy would always remember was the way he spoke into her belly that night. And it was why she agreed with her husband’s decision to hire Domino to protect them. Because she knew he would—with his life.


    “Are you sure he’ll be available?” Amy asked Patrick when they stepped out into the hallway of the hotel.


    “I don’t know. He called to check in on us after what happened at Crescent Lake. He knows what’s going on.”


    “I know. It doesn’t mean he’ll be available though,” she said.


    “True. But something tells me he’d find a way for us.”


    “I hope so.”




    56


    “Mr. Patrick Lambert.” Domino Taylor’s voice boomed heavy but pleasant into Patrick’s cell.


    “How’s it going, my friend?” Patrick asked.


    “Same old, same old. I was worried you might be calling.”


    Patrick made a curious face as he took a seat outside the hotel room. “Worried?”


    “I heard about what happened. Sounds like your boy had some serious help too—three badges dead, in and out, no witnesses.”


    “How the hell did you hear about all that already?”


    “Come on, son,” he said, his deep southern drawl slipping out as it tended to do with good friends.


    Patrick nodded to himself. “Okay, my bad. I should have known.”


    “How’s Amy?”


    “Scared.”


    “I’m sure she is. Say when, my friend.”


    “Can you? I mean—you’re able?” Patrick asked.


    “Always able.”


    “I guess I should have said available.”


    “For you I am.”


    Patrick paused a moment, collected himself and said, “Thanks, man.”


    “You mention me to the Feds?”


    “Yeah—they thought it was a bad idea.”


    He chuckled. “Been there many times. We’re good at staying out of their way, lettin’ them do their thing. Usually end up parting on good terms. I remind them that they’re the hunters; we’re just there to hold down the fort. They seem to like that.”


    “Cool,” Patrick said. “So then what now?”


    “Like I said: say when, brother.”


    “When,” Patrick said. “We’re in Pittsburgh now and leaving in a few hours. Should be back in Valley Forge around eight or nine tonight I guess.”


    “We’ll be there. How’re the kids?”


    “Carrie’s been a mess since the whole incident by the lake. Not to mention a whole slew of other shit that’s happened since. I’ll tell you all about it later. Caleb seems okay, but, at this point …” Patrick felt his throat seizing up, and then an immediate wave of shame for allowing it to happen with someone like Domino on the end of the line. He quickly cleared his throat. “Sorry.”


    “Nothing to be sorry for, my friend. When this is done I’m buying Carrie an ice cream and tossing that football with Caleb, just like I promised way back when. I can’t wait to meet the little guy.”


    Patrick envisioned Domino’s scene and found himself smiling. “That would be nice,” he said. But the smile didn’t last. Current events spit a reminder into Patrick’s face. “This guy is dangerous, man. Evil. I can only imagine his friends are just as bad.”


    “They all are, Patrick. At least they think they are—until they meet me. You just hold tight, brother. Give Amy my best. I’ll see you tonight.”


    “Thanks, man.”


    Patrick snapped his phone shut. Amy appeared in the hallway a moment later.


    “Well?” she asked.


    “Says he’ll be waiting for us when we get home.”


    Amy put a hand to her chest. “Thank God.”


    Patrick looked away. A dark thought had been looming on the perimeter of his mind all morning, yet he inexplicably ignored it. Now, after the phone call to Domino was done, that thought had crept its way forward and demanded to be heard.


    “What?” Amy asked. She dragged a chair next to his and took a seat.


    Patrick lifted his head. “He’s one of my best friends.”


    “And?”


    “What if I get him killed?”


    Amy laughed. She then stood, and before heading back into the room said, “Baby, Domino would floss his teeth with someone like Arty.”


    But what about Arty’s new friends? he wanted to call after her. The ones the Feds say must be highly trained? Nobody knows jack shit about them.


    Patrick was certain he wanted Domino’s help, certain that if anyone could protect his family, it was him. He was thinking of Domino, the decorated soldier. Domino, the elite security specialist. Domino, the human rhino who broke records and bones on the football field, only to make every college scout collectively weep when he chose the Marine Corps instead of college ball.


    Patrick never stopped and thought about Domino the friend.


    Yes, Domino was good, and yes, Domino had seen the absolute worst and triumphed. But every man has his day. Every man eventually meets his match. What if he had just set his dear friend up for a showdown with some deadly enigma who might actually be his equal … and then some?


    • • •


    John Brooks stood before the bathroom mirror in a beaten-down motel room in West Virginia. Monica and Arty had gone to pick up lunch. John stared hard at his reflection, his jaw clenched, his black eyes nearly vibrating with a focused rage that he would soon unleash. He ripped off his shirt, his awesome musculature swelling in the mirror with each anxious breath he took. He took a hand and traced it along his torso, fingering each scar: bullet holes, slashes, stabs—each one a reminder of just how hard he was to kill, and of course, what he did to the sorry sons of bitches who tried.


    He grinned the devil’s grin. Bring it, motherfuckers.




    57


    New York City


    Domino Taylor sat at the head of the table. His two best men, Christopher Allan and Dan Briggs, sat opposite one another in the middle. Domino had laid out the situation’s objective for them. Told them to have their ready-bags packed the moment they concluded the briefing here at the office in preparation for an immediate trip to Pennsylvania.


    “We putting everything else on hold?” Briggs asked.


    Domino nodded once. “As of now, our services aren’t available to anyone—indefinitely.”


    “You guys were that tight huh?” Allan asked.


    “Yes,” Domino said. “The moment we get there, they’re royalty. Clear?”


    Both men nodded.


    Briggs thrummed his fingers on the table. “Feds know we’re coming?”


    “Yeah,” Domino said. “But it’s all good. They weren’t happy about it, but Patrick insisted.”


    Allan said, “Your boy’s smart.”


    All three men smirked at each other. Domino’s smirk dropped first as he said, “My boy’s been through hell and back. His wife and kids too. His kids.”


    Briggs said, “That’s fucked up.”


    “Yeah it is,” Domino said. “And when we meet these motherfuckers face to face, there will be a momentary lapse in judgment.”


    Allan smirked. “I like those.”


    “We gonna draw straws to see who gets to make that lapse?” Briggs asked.


    Domino said, “If it plays out the way I want? My boy Patrick can get first dibs.”


    Briggs blurted: “Seconds.”


    Allan said, “Ah shit.”


    Domino smiled and shook his head. “Ya’ll some sick motherfuckers.”




    58


    West Virginia


    Monica and Arty came through the motel door with arms full of takeout. John was lying on the bed watching television, his shirt still off.


    “Ew—put a shirt on, muscle man,” Monica said.


    “What’d you get?” John asked.


    “Closest place was a deli,” Monica said.


    Arty headed towards the motel mirror and took in his reflection. A man with dirty blonde hair and a mustache stared back. “Can I take this stuff off now? I look like a porn star.”


    John laughed.


    “Sure,” Monica said. “But if you insist on going out again, be prepared to put it back on.”


    “You try being locked up for months,” Arty said, peeling off the wig and then the mustache. “That little trip to the deli was like fucking Disneyland.”


    Monica started taking the sandwiches out of the paper bags. “I’m glad you enjoyed it—because from now on you’re staying hidden.”


    “What?”


    John got off the bed and took one of the sandwiches from his daughter. “She’s right—there’s a lotta people looking for you, son. Won’t be long before your face is wallpapering the entire east coast.” John unwrapped the sandwich without checking to see what it was and took a monster bite. His mouth full, he added, “You gotta be a ghost until we get our shit situated.”


    Arty said, “Okay—I’ll be a ghost. I’ll be the ghost of a ghost—as long as it ends up getting me what I want.”


    Monica lit a cigarette and inhaled deep. “My dear brother …” She exhaled with a smile. “You’re going to get it all. And then some.”




    59


    Valley Forge, Pennsylvania


    Tension you could cut with a knife, Patrick thought when Domino and his team first introduced themselves to the federal agents who escorted the Lambert family back to their home.


    “I assure you,” Domino began after the awkward formalities, “we are only here to stand guard. You’re running the show, you’re doing the investigation.”


    The agents on duty seemed pleased with Domino’s respectful manner and walked past him into the Lamberts’ home to get their bearings.


    Patrick leaned in and whispered, “That must’ve been tough to say.”


    Whispering back, Domino said, “Nah—better to have a potential ally than an immediate enemy. Besides, when all is said and done, they’ll know who their daddy is.”


    Both Patrick and Amy laughed. One of the agents turned his head and they immediately stopped laughing and dropped their heads.


    “Ya’ll are like kids in a classroom,” Domino eventually whispered with a sly smile.


    Amy leapt forward and hugged him. Domino appeared a little shocked at first. He looked at Patrick, who just smiled and shrugged. Domino then returned Amy’s embrace. “It’s alright, sweetheart,” he whispered in his deep southern drawl. “It’s gonna be alright.”


    Amy pulled away. She had a tear in her eye and she wiped it away before saying, “I know. I know it will.”


    Domino smiled. He then turned to Patrick and punched him lightly in the gut. “You looking pretty solid, champ.”


    Patrick flinched from the blow and said, “Yeah, well when people don’t punch me in my knife wound, I’m good.”


    Domino made an oh shit! face. “Oh! I’m sorry, my friend!”


    Patrick started laughing. “I’m just playin, man.” He gave his stomach a few firm slaps. “Better than new.”


    Domino chuckled and shook his head before turning to Briggs and Allan behind him. “Would you look at this clown?” he said, motioning back to Patrick. “Been here ten minutes and already he’s playin. Some things just do not change.”


    Patrick patted Domino’s shoulder, then looked past him towards Briggs and Allan. “Apparently etiquette was omitted on Mr. Taylor’s security curriculum. I suppose it’ll be up to me to do introductions.” Patrick gave Domino a quick smirk before extending his hand to Briggs. “I’m Patrick Lambert, and this is my wife, Amy.”


    Domino chuckled and shook his head again as formal introductions took place. Patrick was the tallest of them all at six-three, but he was not the widest. Domino took that honor, looking as if he was assembled by a group of engineers trying to develop the ultimate African-American superhero.


    Christopher Allan was the polar opposite of his boss. He was pale and very thin. But every now and then, Patrick thought, a man comes along with a certain look in his eye. The look of—quite simply—a man you didn’t want to fuck with. All the bench presses in the world couldn’t give you Christopher Allan’s gaze. Patrick had a good five inches and maybe seventy pounds on the man, but one quick glance into Christopher Allan’s eyes was enough to let Patrick know that he’d be a ghost scratching his head as to what just happened if he was ever stupid enough to mess with the guy.


    Dan Briggs? A combination of all of the above. Five-ten, one-eighty, negative-point-negative percent body fat, and a veteran’s thousand-yard stare that Patrick felt was menacingly accentuated by his shaved-bald head. Perhaps it reminded him of Jim Fannelli? No. Hell no. To even compare someone on Domino’s team to a sick bastard like Jim Fannelli was flat-out disrespectful.


    Domino dipped his torso to one side, his eyes aimed at Amy knees, a playful smile on the corner of his mouth. “And who’s that I see hiding behind Mommy’s legs?”


    Caleb poked his head out from behind Amy’s legs for a split second before snapping back out of sight like a timid pet.


    Domino dropped to one knee. He spoke in a nurturing tone that could have added nanny to his already astounding resume. “Come on out, little man. I won’t bite.”


    Caleb poked his head out again. Amy reached down and stroked his fuzzy brown hair. “It’s okay, sweetie,” she said.


    Caleb stepped out from behind his mother’s legs. Domino extended his hand. “My name’s Domino. Your Mommy and Daddy are two of my best friends in the whole world. You think you and I can be friends too?”


    Caleb stared at Domino’s hand. It was roughly the size of Caleb’s head, and Caleb seemed to have no trouble processing that fact. He stayed frozen.


    What Domino did next reminded Patrick of the amazing people on television who seemed to charm and handle the deadliest of snakes without so much as a hiss. Domino simply reached out, took Caleb’s hand into his, shook it softly, and then Patrick watched as Caleb succumbed to one of the warmest smiles he’d seen his son produce in quite some time.


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Caleb,” Domino said. Still on one knee, Domino pointed over his shoulder. “Those are my friends, Christopher and Dan.”


    Briggs and Allan both smiled and waved. Caleb waved back.


    Carrie had disappeared upstairs the moment everyone entered the house, despite Amy’s objection. One of the agents assured Amy she would follow her, and so Carrie was absent during the initial get-to-know-yas. Now, she had inched her way down the stairs and was perched on the fourth step, watching from a distance, but not so far that she would go unnoticed. Especially since Caleb had been introduced ahead of her, God forbid.


    “And who’s that pretty girl I see over there on the stairs?” Domino said, now smiling in Carrie’s direction.


    “Come on down, honey. Say hello,” Amy said.


    Carrie shook her head and stayed put. She held a stuffed animal, a dog, in her hands, and she seemed content on using the toy as a pacifier in her uncertain state, consistently rubbing its ears, tugging its tail.


    “Who you got there?” Domino asked. “Does it have a name?”


    “It’s not real,” Carrie said. “My real dog died.”


    Amy dropped her head; Patrick rubbed her back.


    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Domino said. “I had a dog once too.”


    Carrie flopped her bottom onto the third step. “Did he die?” she asked.


    Domino nodded. “Yes, he did.”


    “What was his name?”


    “Major. What was the name of yours?”


    Carrie hit the second step. “Oscar.”


    “Like Oscar from Sesame Street?”


    Carrie’s face lit up. “Yes! I called him that because he was all smelly and dirty like Oscar the Grouch when we found him.”


    Domino’s heavy laughter filled the room.


    Carrie skipped the first step altogether, hit the landing, and walked right up to Domino. “Oscar and Major are probably playing together at Rainbow Bridge,” she said.


    Domino glanced at both Amy and Patrick who returned a we’ll tell you later look.


    “I bet they are,” Domino said, “I bet they are.” He held out a hand. “I’m Domino. Do you remember me? I met you when you were very young.”


    “Domino like the pizza?” Carrie asked, taking his hand and ignoring his question.


    Domino smiled. “Just like the pizza.”


    “I like Pizza Hut better.” Carrie pulled her stuffed animal to her chest and headed off towards the den without another word.


    Patrick rolled his eyes and shook his head.


    Amy said, “Yup—that’s our daughter.”


    Domino started laughing again.




    60


    West Virginia


    One Month Later


    Monica Kemp zipped up her bag. It had been a month since Arty had escaped custody. Eyes would still be there, but they wouldn’t be everywhere. Monica and John felt enough time had gone by to start gathering more intel—patterns, routine, gifted opportunities.


    “Got everything?” John asked.


    “Almost.” Monica walked across the hotel room towards the dresser and checked her Canon and its 600 mm-f/4 lens. She lifted the camera towards father and brother and said, “Could get a close-up of Saturn with this baby.”


    “Do I even want to know how much it cost?” John asked.


    “Not if you want to feel good about yourself.”


    “Funny girl.”


    “You sure you shouldn’t be going with her?” Arty said to John.


    “She’s better at the whole surveillance thing than I am. Don’t have the patience for it. Besides—I gotta organize the new van. If all goes well today, it’d be nice to have it sooner than later.”


    Arty glanced at Monica, then back to John. “What if ‘sooner’ does happen? What if she needs help?”


    Monica smirked at her father who smirked back.


    “You’re still getting to know the family, son,” John said. He then pointed at Monica who was now adjusting the suppressor on her beloved Glock. “That lethal bitch is one daughter I’ll never have to worry about.”




    61


    A month had passed. A quiet month. At first it was good. At first there were hints and (loose) hopes that Arty and whoever had vanished for good.


    The FBI continued their search but had found nothing thus far. Domino’s security had been top-notch; the Lamberts were never alone. This was comforting for awhile, but once that first quiet month rolled over into a second, and once it seemed as though they had ordered takeout from every conceivable restaurant in Pennsylvania, and had rented every movie ever made, Amy started to become irritable.


    They were not complete prisoners in the house—there were supervised leaves. They’d had dinner at their friends’ house one night, however Amy suspected the Browns were uncomfortable most of the evening, and she didn’t blame them one bit. Two imposing bodyguards shadowing Patrick and Amy throughout the night? The awful possibility that the bad guys could show up and catch the Browns in the line of fire, not unlike the Mitchells at Crescent Lake? The Browns knew all about the unfortunate Mitchells and their untimely demise—that is, their grisly murder.


    So that had been the one and only dinner invite thus far. There were brief morning trips to the park with the kids—both Carrie and Caleb were being home-schooled for the time-being—and occasionally, if she begged, Domino himself would escort Amy to a small strip mall up the road—the enormous King of Prussia Mall a mere five minutes away was out of the question.


    “I need to get out,” Amy eventually said to Patrick as they sat at the kitchen table with morning coffee. Domino had taken his mug and gone to the den to do some work on his laptop. Briggs and Allan were at the park with the kids.


    “Out?” Patrick said after a sip. “Out where?”


    Amy waved an arm across the kitchen. “Of here. I need to get out of here.”


    “You want Domino to take you to the park to meet up with the kids?”


    “No—I want to go somewhere else.”


    “Like where?”


    “I don’t know, just …” Amy ran both hands through her hair, trying to keep cool, refusing to snap at her blameless husband.


    “Baby, what are you—”


    At the peak of stroking her hair, Amy intentionally pulled upwards and let go, dark strands falling down over her face. “Look at my hair,” she blurted, cutting Patrick off. She wiped the hair out of her face, took the pads of her fingers and tugged down on the skin beneath both eyes. “Look at my eyes, my face.”


    Patrick did. He then shrugged. Amy knew what he was thinking, and on any other day, in any other time, she would have loved him for it. Today, it only served to irritate her further. She did not want to hear that he found her beautiful no matter how many split ends that frizzed her locks needed trimming. No matter how many roots were reclaiming their gray. No matter how many dark circles were gathering beneath her eyes, clogged pores circling her nose. She did not want to hear it because today, God damn it, she would never believe it. She felt awful. Felt she looked awful. Looked like some bag-lady sleeping on a vent near Market Street Station. A man would never understand this—the need for a woman to look and feel like a woman. A man, if society allowed it, would likely march around in sweats and a stained tee, seven days a week, shaving only when his face itched too much, showering only when his odor became a nose-sore to even himself. A man would live in his man-cave with his DVDs, his beer, his porn, his junk-food, and lose track of time. Forget the day, the month, maybe even the year if the supplies were aplenty.


    At least this is what Amy thought. And right now she thought it more than ever. Because, as Mr. John Gray so aptly put it, men are from Mars, and women are from Venus. And Amy had been on Mars long enough, thank you. She pined for a trip back to her home planet of Venus, if only for a few hours. She doubted Patrick or Domino (or any man, her temporary bias insisted) would understand, but that wasn’t going to stop her from trying.


    “I need to get out,” she said again, disappointed something more articulate didn’t come out.


    “What are you suggesting?”


    “I wanna feel human again. A haircut, a facial … maybe even a massage.” She rubbed her neck. “My neck and back are a mess. I must have a million knots.”


    “I can give you a massage.”


    “No,” she said quickly, knowing he would reply as such. “I want a good massage.” And then feeling a slight hint of guilt, added: “A professional massage, honey. One with a table, and scented oils, and soft music. I want to see Lana at Image.”


    Patrick sipped his coffee, taking it in, seemingly looking for the right response. “Domino would never allow that,” he eventually said.


    “Why don’t we ask him?”


    Patrick pushed his mug aside and leaned in. He dropped his voice, his expression stern. “Are you serious, Amy? Are you forgetting why we’re in this position in the first place?”


    “It’s been over a month,” she said. “Nothing has happened.”


    Patrick’s stern expression was teetering on anger. “Are you kidding me? Am I the only one who remembers what that sick bastard is capable of? Look how long he waited before he escaped.”


    “He had no choice but to wait. He was in jail. And he needed help to escape.”


    Patrick laughed incredulously. “Which proves my point even further. If he’s got help, he’s even more of a threat. And if he had help, why didn’t they break him out right away? Why wait so long?”


    “Because whoever his help was, they obviously weren’t stupid enough to risk breaking into a jail loaded with police. They waited until he was transported, when their odds were better.”


    “Exactly—they waited.”


    “Because they had no choice,” Amy repeated.


    Patrick gritted his teeth and breathed hard through his nose. He was shaking his head when he said, “I can’t believe this. A month ago you and I were on the exact same page. We both wanted Domino here. We knew Arty wasn’t going to run and hide. We knew he was going to be coming for us. Now you’re changing your tune just so you can get a massage?”


    “And a facial,” she added with goading defiance.


    “Amy.”


    “I’m not changing tunes, Patrick. I know who we’re dealing with.”


    “No you don’t,” Patrick said. “None of us do. We know Arty. But his help could be anyone. They could be fucking ninjas for all we know. If we start getting lazy, if we start assuming it’s all over and they’re gone for good, that’s when … that’s when—”


    “He’s right.” Domino’s deep voice from the kitchen entrance turned both their heads. “I know what you’re feeling, Amy. But believe it or not, that first week we were here? That first week when you and Patrick slept maybe one out of every three nights? That was the time when you were safest. People like this—bad people, smart people—they don’t rush things. Patience is their best weapon. It’s when shit starts getting boring, when shit starts getting quiet, mundane—that’s when you need to be prepared, girl. Because that’s when these bad people use that patience. They’re not only biding their time, waiting for you to slip up, they’re also planning … preparing. Remember this: you’ve got many things in your life that can occupy your mind—your kids, your job, bills, your home, friends. These folks have only one. Vengeance. I’ve been there myself. And believe me, when it gets hold of you, nothing else matters.”


    Domino’s words resonated (how could they not?), but Amy still saw no difference between a trip to the strip mall up the street and a trip to Image for a simple massage. Of course she would never forget who Arty was, or what their current situation was. She would remember Arty and Crescent Lake until the day she died.


    “I am not asking for a weekend getaway,” she said. “I’m not even asking for a night out on the town. God knows I have been compliant to all the rules and parameters you’ve set, yes?”


    Domino closed his eyes and nodded once.


    “All I am asking for is a trip to a spa that happens to be five minutes away. I can take Christopher or Dan, or both with me. They can even be in the room while I’m being massaged. I’ll strip naked in front of them, I don’t care.”


    Patrick made a face.


    “You’ve kept us safe thus far. I trust you and your team with my family’s life. I mean, my God, both your men are at the park with my babies—I certainly trust you to protect me in a simple spa. And if this is the metaphorical mouse finally poking his head out of the safety of his hole and into the baited trap, then I know your team can handle it. They would protect me.”


    She was using the flattery approach—with lousy metaphors to boot. She also knew Domino was clever enough to see through this and make up his own mind without influence. All she could do was sit and hope at least some of her words had made a dent.


    Domino sipped his coffee. “Wait until Briggs and Allan come back with the kids. You then call your spa and see if they can take you today. Not tomorrow, today. If they can’t—tough luck. If they can, you schedule the soonest available time; spontaneity is our ally. No pre-planning. I’ll have Briggs tailing you there. Allan will drive you and be with you the whole time. I hope you weren’t kidding when you mentioned stripping naked in front of them.”


    “I wasn’t,” Amy said.


    Patrick made another face.


    Amy reached across the table, took Patrick’s hand and squeezed it.


    “So that’s how it’s gonna be,” Domino said. “If they don’t have an opening today, it’s like I said—tough luck. Take it or leave it.”


    “I’ll take it.”


    Amy smiled for two reasons. First, she had been a loyal customer to Lana for years, and knew her massage therapist would fit Amy into her schedule somehow. Second, well … she was getting a massage.


    Domino looked at Patrick and nodded reassuringly. He then looked at Amy and nodded once, gravely. “When my team is back with your kids you can make your phone call. I’m not gonna lie though—this goes against my better judgment.”


    “Mine too,” Patrick added.


    Amy squeezed her husband’s hand again then looked at them both. “It’ll be fine.”


    • • •


    Dan Briggs did a quick check of his watch between pushes on the swing. Carrie kept urging him to push harder but he would not. Briggs glanced to his left where Allan was standing over Caleb in the sandbox. Briggs clicked the mic on his collar. “You almost ready?”


    Allan palmed the invisible receiver in his ear. “You want me to do a sweep first? I can walk the boy over.”


    “Nah—it’s freezing. Plus I only spotted the same three the entire time.”


    “Eleven and three?” Allan asked.


    “Yeah—old couple at the picnic table with coffee, and the teenager shooting hoops.”


    “Wanna approach? See if they jump?”


    “No. I’ve kept an eye on them the whole time. The kid can play—sunk ten in a row. Low odds there. Old couple’s feet were pointed towards each other the entire time they spoke.” Briggs always looked at the feet of potential suspects. The feet never lied. Faces could be deceptive; it was why some excelled at poker. But the feet always pointed towards their target. He, Allan, and Domino always had a hearty laugh about this fact whenever they’d stop for a drink, find some couple on a date, and then spot the clueless guy rambling on and on while the desperate woman’s feet shot laser beams towards the nearest exit despite looking the fella in the eye.


    “Okay then,” Allan said. “Let’s go.”


    • • •


    One hundred yards away, parked safely beneath a large oak, Monica pulled her eye away from her Canon and lowered the lens. She could tell the two men with the kids weren’t Feds—their manner suggested a more militant vibe, a more impenetrable demeanor. They certainly weren’t local police. So who were they? Monica set the camera on the passenger seat and started the engine. Time to go find out.
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    The front door of the Lambert home opened and both Carrie and Caleb sprinted inside towards the television. Christopher Allan and Dan Briggs appeared immediately after.


    Domino approached. “All good?”


    Briggs said, “All good.”


    Domino turned and Amy was behind him, smiling like a teen asking for the car keys.


    Domino handed her his cell phone. “Go ahead—make your call.”


    “I can use my phone,” she said. “I’ve got the number to the spa saved in my contacts.”


    “You’ll use my phone,” he said. “Anyone tries to hone in on this and they’ll hear a scramble that sounds like a cross between Chinese and Latin.”


    “Oh,” Amy said softly as she took the phone from him. “Well I still need to get the number from my phone.”


    “Get your number. But you dial from mine, alright?”


    Amy nodded and headed towards the kitchen.


    Allan patted Domino’s shoulder. “What’s up?”


    Domino kept his eyes on Amy in the kitchen as he said: “Tell you in a minute.”


    • • •


    Monica did not have to worry about her tail being spotted by whoever these two guys were. She didn’t have to worry because she’d gotten to the Lamberts’ before them.


    She sat parked two blocks over, her equipment fanned out on her dashboard and on the passenger seat next to her Canon. A cop might call it a stakeout, but unlike a cop, Monica had access to equipment that would make any cop or Fed cream his pants. Unfortunately, the problem with these specific types of stakeouts was that there was seldom a hit for hours. They were not about observation, they were about listening. You were waiting for some kind of technological communiqué, be it telephone, radio, internet, whatever. It could get damn boring. She recalled a target she was paid to eliminate a few years back. The target’s main contact was addicted to internet porn. Monica must have listened to a thousand hours of forced moans parked outside the contact’s home before the bastard finally took a break and called the target, which resulted in an immediate address. She shot her main guy six times—all in the head. Then she went back to the porn guy and shot him six times too—all in the groin.


    Monica lit a cigarette and cracked her window, preparing for a long day, maybe night. Instead, she got a pleasant surprise. A signal was coming from the Lambert house. An outgoing call. She tossed the cigarette out the window and immediately punched a few keys on her laptop. The metallic chirp of a ringing phone filled her car. She waited for the click, the “hello.” There was a click, but there was no “hello,” just a steady stream of gibberish. Her signal had been scrambled.


    “Fuck!” she yelled. She punched more keys, looking for a number, tracing the call. Ten foreign symbols came back—no decipherable numbers.


    This was impossible. Who the fuck are these guys?


    She frantically punched more keys on her laptop, cranked two dials on another device, adjusting frequencies.


    Still gibberish.


    “Fuck!” she yelled again.


    Monica picked up her own cell, hit a number on her speed dial.


    “Code in,” a male voice said.


    “Neco. 8122765.”


    “Waiting … clear. What’s—”


    “I need an immediate trace,” she blurted. “Sending you the signal now.”


    Monica knew the call would end before she could get the right frequency to unscramble and listen to the call, but she knew they could trace it.


    “Got it,” the male voice said. “Hold …”


    Monica lit another cigarette, inhaled deep. Her equipment was the absolute best. This had never, ever happened before. Who the fuck are these guy—


    “Okay,” the voice said. “We have the trace. The number is being sent to you now.”


    Monica didn’t thank him, just hung up. She flung her second unfinished cigarette out the window and punched up the number. The gibberish had been over for almost a minute; the call was finished. She dialed the number.


    “Image Spa, may I help you?”


    She hung up. A spa? A fucking spa? Why the hell would—


    A piece clicked:


    Amy.


    Another piece clicked:


    The men at the park … the high-tech equipment that matched hers …


    The Lamberts had protection. Real protection. People like her and her father.


    Both pieces clicked together:


    The Lamberts have been prisoners in their own home. Amy needed to get away. Needed to be pampered for a day. Lord knows, Monica understood that.


    Monica raised her Canon. Adjusted the lens. Looked in the Lambert’s kitchen window from over one hundred yards away as if she were standing right outside their home. She saw Amy. She saw Patrick. The two guys from the park—skinny and baldy. And then she saw the third. A big black fella who looked like the main man by the way he spoke and gestured to everyone in the kitchen one at a time, clearly giving orders.


    My dear sweet Amy, once again you’ve come through for me. And Dad’s getting the van today. It appears as if ‘sooner’ might just be happening after all.


    Monica smiled and dialed the spa’s number again.


    “Image Spa, may I help you?”


    “Hi,” Monica said, “this is Amy Lambert. I just made an appointment, but I forgot to write it down.” She gave a silly chuckle. “Can you tell me when I’m due in again?”


    “Four o’clock this afternoon, Mrs. Lambert.”


    “Great, and that’s for … ?”


    “A ninety-minute massage with Lana.”


    “Right. Couldn’t remember if I booked sixty or ninety. Wouldn’t want to deprive myself those extra thirty minutes.”


    The receptionist laughed.


    Monica looked at her watch; it was 10:30 A.M. “See you at four,” she said.


    “See you then,” the receptionist said.


    Monica hung up, punched in the name of the spa on her laptop, got the address. She then dialed the same number from a few minutes before.


    “Code in.”


    “Neco. 8122765.”


    “Waiting … go ahead.”


    “I need blueprints. Sending you the address now.”


    Monica lit a third cigarette. She would savor and finish this one. When she was done, she would get her photos developed, and then make sure her father had the van secured. Then a nice lunch somewhere. Broiled salmon maybe. After that? Why, after that she was heading to the spa, if you please.
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    The Image Spa had once been a sizeable one-story home, long since renovated to accommodate its needs. Monica entered just after 3 P.M. Her hair was red, her eyes blue.


    “May I help you?”


    Monica approached the front desk where a single receptionist stood smiling. Monica performed a quick read of the woman: late 30’s, brunette, average features, way too tan, way too much eyeliner, tabloid magazine next to the appointment book, the newest Droid smartphone next to the magazine, no ring on her finger. Two or three more bad dates away from platinum blonde hair and fake tits.


    Monica smiled genuinely. “Hi. I just moved into the area and was wondering if I could take a look around.”


    “Absolutely.” The receptionist handed Monica a brochure. “Here is a list of all the services we offer.”


    Monica took the brochure and pretended to scan it with interest before turning her back to the receptionist and wandering off.


    “If you have any questions,” the receptionist called to her back, “please let me know.”


    Monica waved a thank you over her shoulder, her mind too preoccupied to speak. She was comparing the blueprints in her mind to the layout before her. Massage should be to her right, deeper into the spa, past reception. She strolled onward, opened a door with a sign that read: Shhh … Quiet Zone, and then stepped into a waiting room that was all things serene. A woman sat in a cushy chair dressed in nothing but a white robe, her face in a magazine. The woman lifted her head and smiled at Monica.


    Monica smiled back and whispered, “Waiting for a massage?”


    The woman nodded.


    “Lana, right?” Monica asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Is she any good?”


    “She’s the best. I won’t go to anyone else.”


    Monica made a surprised face that said wow, the blueprints still sliding throughout her mind like an old microfilm reader:


    One door to the only massage room—you see that. You also see the fire exit at the extreme end of the waiting room. Behind the fire exit will be the spa’s less-than-glamorous side—a dumpster, a recycling bin … the new van.


    You see the second door—the showers. Crucial. Its interior should have a connecting door leading directly into the massage room, so clients won’t have to walk back out into the waiting room before taking a shower after their massage. People feel disheveled after a massage; their hair is greasy and mussed, their faces mushed and half-asleep. They aren’t ready to meet the world yet. They need the rejuvenation that is a hot shower. And conversely, many are self-conscious of odor, therefore showers are often desired before a massage. Win-win.


    Still, she needed to double-check on the connecting door between the two rooms.


    “Is there a shower?” Monica asked.


    The woman said there was and pointed to the second door.


    Monica put on a worried face and pretended to run a hand through her hair (wig), as if she’d sooner die than be seen with a messy coif. “You mean you have to come back out here before going into the shower?”


    “No,” the woman said as if she understood Monica’s concern completely. “Lana walks you into the showers. There’s a connecting door in her room. The tiling is exquisite.”


    “I’m sure it is. Are there lockers?”


    The woman nodded.


    Monica smiled, said thank you, and then left the waiting room and approached reception again.


    “Any questions so far?” the receptionist asked.


    Monica only said, “It’s beautiful,” and kept walking, the blueprints sliding through her mind like the old microfilm reader again:


    Facial and body treatments should be through the doorway to the left—right near the spa’s entrance.


    She made a left.


    • • •


    Monica appeared at the front desk five minutes later. The receptionist was checking her smartphone.


    He hasn’t called yet, has he? Probably shouldn’t have slept with him on the first date, ya dumb slut.


    And then, like so many spontaneous opportunities in her career, a beautiful one hit Monica square on. She’d needed a distraction before leaving the spa. There was already one planned she felt confident in, but this new one was just too irresistible to pass up.


    The receptionist quickly put her smart phone back on the desk as if caught by her employer. She smiled wide at Monica. “So what do you think?”


    “It’s absolutely beautiful,” Monica said again. “I will definitely be coming back soon to schedule—” She stopped there on purpose, her eyes fixed excitedly on the smartphone resting by the receptionist’s right hand. “Is that the new Droid?”


    The receptionist picked up her phone and displayed it proudly. “Yeah—I just got it last week.”


    “I’ve been looking into those. Can I see it?”


    “Sure.” The receptionist handed it over.


    Monica gave it a harmless going over, leaned her elbows on the counter, and knocked a container of brochures onto the desk. A good many fluttered to the floor. “Oh! I’m so sorry!”


    “It’s okay, it’s okay,” the receptionist said as she squatted down behind the desk to collect the brochures.


    Monica went to work on the smartphone—found Contacts, found the phone’s vCard, memorized a number, brought the screen back to where it had been when she’d first handled it.


    The receptionist rose from behind the desk with all the brochures.


    Monica faked embarrassment. “I’m so sorry,” she said again.


    The receptionist smiled as she placed the brochures back into their container. “It’s okay. No problem whatsoever.”


    Monica held the smartphone in her right hand, in the receptionist’s line of vision. Below the desk, in her left hand, Monica was punching a number into her own phone without looking.


    “Here’s your phone,” Monica said when the girl was finally done with the brochures. “It’s nice. I may just have to get one.”


    The receptionist took her phone back. “Thanks. Did you want to schedule something today?”


    “Not yet. I want to go home and check my schedule first. But you can rest assured I’ll be back.”


    The receptionist smiled. Monica said goodbye and headed for the entrance. She had planned on dialing the front desk en route to the door in hopes of a distraction, fairly confident it would work. If it didn’t, she could have easily talked her way out of any actions that followed. Now, she dialed the receptionist’s smartphone instead, positive the blocked number flashing on the screen of her Droid (perhaps it was HIM, calling from some private line at work!) would elicit hope and excitement … and a turn of the back for some privacy.


    It did. The receptionist snatched her phone and immediately gave Monica her back before answering. Monica opened the entrance door to make it sound as if she’d gone, then banked left into the facial and body treatments area. She immediately brought her phone to her ear and began listening to the eager receptionist’s voice go on like a skipped record: “Hello? Hello? Hello?”


    Monica grinned and hung up.




    64


    “You ready?” Domino asked Amy.


    It was like asking a kid if she was ready for ice cream. Amy, dressed in humble sweats and a sweatshirt with her purse over one shoulder, nodded immediately.


    Four of them were at the front door: Domino, Amy, Briggs, and Allan. Patrick watched from the kitchen.


    Domino touched Allan’s shoulder. “Anything seems funny you pull out. I want you frosty every second. A goddamned snowman.”


    Allan said, “Yup.”


    Domino turned to Briggs. “Keep the tail as far back as you can—watch for anyone following. Stay in the lot for a spell after they arrive and do a sweep. Call in when they’ve arrived safe.”


    Briggs nodded.


    No one but Amy was smiling. Patrick spotted this and shook his head from the kitchen. Amy approached him.


    “Would you stop worrying?” she said.


    Patrick was out of words. He had made his point—several times. Over the course of their relationship he’d always made a concerted effort to see things from his wife’s point of view during a debate, to be an understanding husband. But this—this he just didn’t understand. And Amy said he wouldn’t understand. Because he wasn’t a woman. Deep down Patrick wondered if that was a line of manipulative bullshit his wife was feeding him. Or maybe Amy’s reasoning held some merit, and short of switching brains with her, he’d never understand. But did that change anything? Whether he understood or not, the issue—the main issue—was that she was taking what he felt was an unnecessary risk for something as menial as a massage.


    No, he didn’t get it at all. But it was happening all the same. She was going.


    “No, I won’t,” he replied.


    “Patrick, this is no different than going to the park, or going shopping. I think it’s safer even.”


    Patrick’s expression demanded elaboration.


    “I’ll be in one spot the whole time. When we’re in the park or in a store we’re moving around, there are tons of people …”


    “You’re safer in crowds. Domino said so.”


    Amy stood on her toes and kissed him. He accepted the kiss but did not pucker.


    “I’ll be back soon. I’ll be back a new woman, you wait and see.”


    Patrick’s expression stayed flat.


    “And I’ll be so relaxed and rejuvenated,” she continued in a sensual whisper, “that I just may reward my understanding husband with something special tonight.”


    Their sex life had been less than eventful since arriving back from Pittsburgh—no easy feat for an uninhibited couple that had once managed to have sex on a public beach during the day. Patrick’s libido had started to nudge anxiety aside these last couple of weeks, if only for a nice quickie. But what Amy was doing now put everything below his waist on lockdown. She was using sex as a tool. It angered him and he wouldn’t accommodate her.


    Patrick took a step away from her and said, “Enjoy your massage.”


    Amy cocked her head, studied him, but ultimately shrugged and said, “Okay. Love you.”


    His anger swelled from her indifference to his manner. He did not reply as she turned and left with Allan and Briggs.




    65


    A slender woman stepped out of the facial and body treatment area inside Image Spa. She wore a white robe with white slippers (both bearing the Image Spa emblem), had a white towel wrapped around her head, and her face was covered in a green mud mask.


    The woman walked with a casual grace towards the massage area at the far end of the spa, glancing at the reception desk as she passed. The receptionist, busy with a potential customer, never once glanced in the robed woman’s direction. The robed woman smiled and opened the door with the sign that read: Shhh … Quiet Zone.




    66


    Christopher Allan and Amy Lambert were waiting for the OK from Dan Briggs. Briggs was doing a sweep of the lot and surrounding areas.


    “Looks good,” Briggs’ voice echoed into Allan’s earpiece. “I’m still going to hang around for a bit though.”


    Allan tucked his chin and spoke into his collar. “Okay. We’ll be here for a bit—probably around two hours. Give me a head’s up when you’re heading back.”


    “Will do.”


    Allan opened the front door to the spa and entered first. He and Amy approached the front desk.


    “Hi, Amy, how are you?”


    “I’m doing okay, Julie. Really looking forward to my massage.”


    Julie’s eyes ping-ponged between Amy and Allan. “Well Lana should almost be ready for you, you can head on back now if … um … are you two together?” Her eyes locked on Allan. “Are you scheduled for something too?”


    Amy shook her head. “No, he’s a friend of my husband’s—visiting from out of town.” Amy felt fine telling the lie, and yet, uncomfortable with the actual truth dressed up as breezy wit that followed. “He’s my bodyguard for the day.” She smiled wide and it felt all wrong, like her teeth had gone crooked.


    Fortunately, Julie returned a genuine smile, looked at Allan, and motioned straight ahead towards the chairs that occupied reception. “You can have a seat there if you like, sir. Would you like some tea or—”


    “Water, please,” Allan said. “But I’d like you to bring it to me once we’re settled. Thank you.” Allan spoke with such assuredness that Julie immediately began nodding, as if she’d received an order as opposed to a request.


    “No problem,” Julie said. “If you two head on back, I’ll bring you your water in a minute.”


    “Thanks, Julie,” Amy said.


    Allan nodded a thank you then led Amy towards her massage.


    • • •


    Amy and Allan entered the tranquil waiting room. The space was empty and Allan used the opportunity to pull his gun from his belt and give it a quick check. Amy watched the man with a hesitant eye as he stuffed the gun back into his waist line before whispering into his collar.


    “We’re inside, Briggs. You there?”


    “Here. She getting her massage?”


    “Not yet. I’m gonna secure the massage room first. They have a waiting room right outside. I’ll be on guard there. I’ll hit you up the moment I’ve checked the massage room and she’s on the table.”


    “I’ll be here.”


    The door to the massage room opened and a short woman dressed in dark blue scrubs stepped out. The woman had blonde hair and pale-blue eyes with only the faintest of lines in her milky skin, despite her fifty-plus years.


    “Hello, Amy,” Lana said, her Russian accent thick, but more exotic than a burden; she spoke strong English. “It is good to see you.”


    “Hi Lana, it’s good to see you too.” Amy looked at Allan, then at Lana. “This is my husband’s friend, Christopher.”


    Lana extended her hand and Allan took it. She shook it hard. “It is nice to meet you, Christopher. Are you interested in massage?”


    Allan said, “I am, actually. Would you mind if I had a look?”


    Lana smiled. “Of course you may.”


    All three entered the room. It was quaint but purposeful. A massage table dressed in sheets and blankets stood in the center. Candles already lit in three of the four corners flickered the only source of light. A sound system overhead whispered out gentle beats and rhythms coupled with ocean waves, and a tall rectangular dresser in the fourth corner presented an array of oils and creams on its countertop. What you saw was what you got—underneath the massage table was clearly visible, and the drawers that ran the length of the rectangular dresser would fail to house a small dog, never mind a person. Only one potential risk stood out: another door on the opposite end of the room, and Allan pointed to it.


    “What’s in there?” he asked.


    “Shower room,” Lana said. “My clients like to sometimes shower after or before massage.”


    Allan squinted. “Before?”


    Lana only nodded.


    “What if you’re with another client?” he said.


    “There is another entrance outside in waiting area.”


    “Was that the second door I saw?” he asked.


    Again Lana just nodded.


    “So if someone wanted to, they could enter this room through that second door?”


    “If I am with client? No—I lock the door.”


    “Is there anyone in the showers now?”


    “Yes—my last client should be.” Lana studied Allan. A tiny smile appeared on the corner of her mouth. She turned and looked at Amy as she continued. “You do not have to play this ‘he is my husband’s friend’ game with me, Amy. I know you well. You are good, faithful client. I know what happened to you. And I know what happened just.” Lana looked at Allan but continued speaking to Amy. “He is your protection until the bad man is caught, yes? It is okay, I do not mind. I am not afraid.”


    Amy glanced at Allan, then back at Lana. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, he’s my protection.”


    “Okay then,” Lana said. “And I am guessing you want to look in shower room now?”


    “Yes,” Allan said.


    “Okay. Give me a minute. I will go in and tell my client. Then you come in and look.”


    “Thank you,” Allan said.


    Lana walked through the connecting door to the showers.


    • • •


    Lana walked past a row of lockers and onto the tiled floor. Three shower stalls were straight ahead. Left and right were empty, the curtains bunched to one side on both stalls. The middle stall’s curtain was drawn tight. The water was running.


    Lana approached and raised her voice to the curtain. “Elizabeth?”


    “Yes?”


    “I have a man coming through.” She did not want to tell the truth and scare her client. “He is looking for his wife’s ring. She left it here maybe. Are you almost done?”


    “Actually, I’m not. I only just got in. He can come in and look, I’ll just stay in here.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes. Just please let me know when he’s gone.”


    “Okay, I will.”


    Lana returned to the massage room.


    • • •


    “Okay, so my client, she is in the shower,” Lana began. “I tell her you are looking for your wife’s ring she lost. My client, she says she will stay in the shower while you look and I will tell her when you leave.”


    Allan said okay, and followed Lana into the showers.


    • • •


    Monica was pleased Lana had not questioned her identity as Elizabeth when she spoke to her through the shower curtain. As she had predicted, the running water and a cupped hand over her mouth had dulled the intricacies of her voice.


    Monica was not beneath the running water—Elizabeth’s corpse was. Monica was dry and off to one side, her gun also dry and resting on one of the porcelain shelves. The other necessary items were locked safely away in one of the lockers. When she heard Amy’s protection enter and begin opening and closing a few of the locker doors, she felt a brief jab of worry, but the metallic echoes of his indiscriminate opening and closing of the doors made his actions sound more arbitrary than necessary—kicking over stones even though he knew nothing of worth was beneath them.


    When the protection’s footsteps drew nearer, Monica lifted her gun off the porcelain shelf and quietly steadied it in her hand. When his silhouette—tall and lean—appeared in front of the curtain, she pointed the gun at its head.


    The silhouette stood there for a beat. Monica held her breath, finger stroking the trigger, waiting for any sudden movement. The silhouette finally moved past her, checked the next stall over, turned and walked past again without pausing in her direction.


    Another beat of silence followed. Was he waiting? Testing to see if she’d poke her head out? That’s what she would do—and so far these guys proved to be good. She stayed put.


    The connecting door into the massage room finally opened. Monica heard Lana’s Russian accent echoing from the massage room, asking if all was okay. The protection’s deep voice responded, but the particulars were cut off by the closing of the door. She was alone again—save for Elizabeth at her feet of course.


    • • •


    “Everything appears fine,” Allan said upon his return. “I’ll be out in the waiting room. What kind of traffic does that fire exit outside get?” he asked Lana.


    “Traffic?” she asked.


    “How often is it used? By employees? Can I expect anyone coming through there?”


    Lana smiled and shook her head. “No—I go outside sometimes to get air. No one comes in though.”


    “Okay,” Allan said. He looked at Amy. “Enjoy your massage.”


    He left.


    “Okay,” Lana said to Amy. “You can get undressed and get under the sheets. I think I will start you face-down today.” Lana pointed to the head of the table where a face-cradle protruded, allowing clients to lie completely face-down without having to crane their necks uncomfortably to one side. “I am going in to tell Elizabeth the man is gone and it is safe to come out of the shower.”




    67


    Lana Rabinovich closed the door behind her as she entered the shower room. The water was still running in the middle stall. She approached.


    “Elizabeth?”


    No response.


    Lana rapped her knuckles on the strip of tile separating the stalls. “Elizabeth?” She paused, listened, heard only the consistent rushing sound of the showerhead hitting the same spot. No splashing, no movement.


    She slid the curtain open and looked down at Elizabeth’s dead body, fetal on the tiled floor. There was little blood—the shower continuously washing away the red leak from the hole in Elizabeth’s forehead.


    Lana did not recoil in horror. She did not scream for help. Did not even turn around. She lifted her head, straightened her back, and with both eyes fixed straight ahead, she began to speak. “I am a Russian Jew. Growing up in Moscow I watched many of my people die. When I was a child I watched my best friend kicked to death by two men—I could not recognize her face when they had finished. I have been prepared to die my whole life—I am not afraid. I only ask that you do not be a coward. Do not shoot me in the back.” Lana turned slowly and faced a woman with dark hair and dark eyes. The woman had a gun pointed at Lana’s head.


    “I can’t say I’ve met anyone as brave as you,” the woman said. “I almost regret having to do this.”


    Lana’s pale blue eyes stayed fixed and fearless on the woman. “I have seen your kind before. You are not capable of regret.”


    The woman smiled. “I guess that’s true. And I guess that’s why I said almost.” The woman pulled the trigger and shot Lana in the head, killing her instantly.




    68


    Amy was face-down and under the sheets on the massage table. Head secure in the face cradle, her only view was the rug. She pulled her arms out from under the sheets and brought them beneath the cradle to study her fingernails. She wondered if she would have time to sneak in a quick manicure. Well … time she had, the question was whether or not she could convince Domino to let her stay a half hour longer after the massage to get them done.


    Amy heard the connecting door from the showers open and close. She brought her arms back to her side and took a deep, nurturing breath.


    “Are you comfortable?” Lana asked.


    “Very,” Amy said into the cradle. “You have no idea how bad I need this, Lana. Thank you so much for squeezing me in.”


    “It is my pleasure. You are a good client. I am happy to do it.”


    Lana’s feet appeared beneath the face cradle, her two familiar blue slippers side by side on the rug, facing Amy. Then a gentle hand touched her neck and began to knead. “You have much tension. I can feel already.”


    Amy chuckled softly. “Tell me about it.”


    “You want me to tell you about it?”


    Amy chuckled again. “No, no—it’s just an expression, Lana.”


    “Oh, I see. I thought maybe you were serious,” she said. “Because I can tell you why you’ve got so much tension if you like.” Her accent seemed suddenly thinner. “I’m sure you’ve had quite a bit on your mind lately, yes?” Much thinner now. And there was something else.


    She said “you’ve,” not “you have,” Amy thought. “I’m,” not “I am.”


    In all the years Amy had been coming to Lana, she’d never heard the woman use a contraction when speaking. She’d even mentioned it to Patrick once, wondering if it was a product of respect, or the hurdles of the English language.


    Lana’s feet moved out of sight, her hand remaining on Amy’s neck. Amy went to speak, but a photograph hit the rug below the cradle—a close-up of both Carrie and Caleb in the park, Dan Briggs close by. A second photo dropped an instant later—a close-up of Carrie and Caleb in the park again, Christopher Allan close by this time.


    It took a moment for Amy’s eyes to adjust to the photos in the dim lighting of the room. By the time the third and fourth photo dropped—much of the same—it was all so excruciatingly clear. Amy jerked and went to sit up but the hand on her neck forced her face back down into the cradle. A second later she heard the click of a gun and felt the barrel press hard into the back of her head.


    “Seems like you’ve got a lot of tension now,” an American woman said. “Am I stupid to think you’ve got enough common sense to keep your mouth shut?”


    Amy shook her head into the cradle, heart hammering in her chest.


    “Good,” the woman said. “Maybe you’d want to risk your own life, but I doubt you’d want to risk Carrie and Caleb’s.”


    My God, she knows their names.


    “Yes, I know your children’s names, Amy. They told me themselves less than an hour ago.”


    What? What?!


    Amy cleared her throat, ready to attempt a desperate whisper. The woman’s hand gripped her neck tighter, pressed the gun barrel into her head harder.


    “Don’t speak. At all. Not until I tell you. Do you understand?”


    Amy nodded into the cradle. She felt tears coming but refused to cry.


    “We have your children, and we have Patrick. They are still alive, but their pending status is up to you.”


    Is Domino dead? Is Dan? What about Christopher? Is he still outside the door? Only a few feet away?


    “I’m going to take my hand off your neck and you’re going to slowly lift your head up and call to your little buddy standing guard outside. Ask him to come in for a second. Nice and calm, nothing suspicious. I want some Meryl Streep shit here, Amy, do you understand? If you scream or sound weird in any way, you’re dead. Then Patrick. And then your kids. And I’ll tell them Mommy could have saved them if only she’d done what she was told. That will be the last thing they hear before I shoot them both in the head: Mommy could have saved you, but chose not to.”


    Amy started to weep silently; she couldn’t help it.


    “Are we clear, Amy? Do you think you can manage what I’ve just asked from you?”


    Amy sniffed and nodded into the cradle.


    The woman pushed the gun barrel harder still into Amy’s head. “Stop crying. If it sounds like you’re upset …”


    Amy took a deep breath and nodded again.


    “Well let’s go then, Mrs. Lambert,” the woman said.


    The pressure of the gun barrel eased off the back of Amy’s head, the hand slid off her neck. Amy raised her head and stole a glimpse of the woman—she remained at the head of the table, dressed in Lana’s blue scrubs, hair as blonde as Lana’s, her face down and hidden behind the hair, gun hand (her right) down and to the side now, out of plain sight, left hand now gently rubbing Amy’s shoulder, seemingly ready to mime a scene of no concern.


    Amy cleared her throat a final time, went to speak, and stopped. It suddenly occurred to her that if she managed the ability to sound “nice and calm” right now—managed some “Meryl Streep shit”— it would assuredly get Christopher killed. Could she live with leading an innocent man to his death?


    And then, as this evil woman hovering above her leaned forward and brought her lips to Amy’s ear, Amy wondered—incredulously, and yet, somehow not—if the evil woman could somehow look through her ear and into her mind, reading her very thoughts. Amy wondered this because the evil woman whispered: “Would you really rather save the life of a stranger than your own children, Amy?”


    Amy didn’t have to think. She shook her head.


    “Smart girl,” the evil woman whispered.


    “Christopher?” Amy called. She prayed it sounded okay. “Christopher, are you there?”


    Both women kept their eyes fixed on the door. It was difficult for Amy to register minute sounds; her pulse thumped in her ears like a distant drum. She watched the door knob instead, waiting for it to turn. It did not.


    The woman nudged Amy’s shoulder. “Call him again. Louder.”


    “Christopher? Hello?”


    “Right here.”


    Amy’s head whipped around. The evil woman spun on the spot. Christopher Allan had entered the massage room through the connecting shower room door without so much as a click. His gun was pointed at the evil woman’s chest.


    “If you even try to raise that arm,” Allan said, nudging his chin towards the evil woman’s gun hand, “I will shoot you—many times.”


    The evil woman smiled. “I guess you’re going to tell me to drop it?”


    Allan steadied his aim on the woman’s chest. “Yes.”


    The evil woman kept smiling. “And suppose I—”


    Allan pulled the trigger. Two muffled thumps from his pistol made Amy flinch. The evil woman stumbled backwards, hitting the wall, sliding down the wall, eyes wide with shock, then blinking fast, then blinking slow, then closing. She finally slumped to her right where she lay motionless.


    Amy could only stare at her. She knew the woman now. She knew it was the woman from her father’s funeral. The woman who got her drunk at the bar and bailed on her. The woman Patrick eventually recognized on Steve Lucas’ phone as likely saboteur of his big account. Always different hair, always different eyes, always different whatever—it didn’t matter. Amy knew who she was now.


    Except she didn’t really know. I recognize her. Can identify her. Accuse her. But who is she? Who the hell is she?


    Allan inched towards the evil woman’s body, gun still pointed at her.


    “She said she has my kids,” Amy said. “She said ‘we have your children.’ There are more. They have my kids.”


    Christopher looked over his shoulder. “Relax, Mrs. Lambert. I’m going to contact Domino now and—”


    Amy heard a thump, watched the left side of Christopher Allan’s head pop open and spray blood on the wall before his body crumbled.


    The evil woman got to her feet. “Always go for the head shot,” she said as she began removing her top, two bullet holes clearly evident in the fabric. “He was good; I’m surprised he didn’t.”


    The woman tore off the blue top, revealing the thin Kevlar vest beneath it. A different gun was in her hand. Amy looked at the new weapon without logic. The woman noticed, smiled, and lifted her pant-leg for Amy, revealing the holster attached to her ankle. She then brought both hands back to her torso and began un-fastening the Kevlar vest. “Bastard shot me in one of my tits.” She dropped the vest to the ground and stood in just a sports bra, massaging her right breast. “Hurts like hell.” She looked at Amy and motioned to the vest on the floor. “It still hurts when you get shot in one of those you know. Especially when you get shot in the tit.” The woman inched closer and pressed the gun to Amy’s head, leaned in and whispered: “But hey, I don’t need to tell you that, do I? I heard my brother already shot you in one of your tits.”


    Amy’s mouth fell open on the word “brother,” and the evil woman who just claimed to be Arty Fannelli’s sister started to laugh.




    69


    “Tea?” Patrick asked Domino.


    Domino turned away from the living room window and gave a silly frown to his friend. “Since when do you drink tea?”


    Patrick shrugged. “I don’t know. Is that bad?”


    Domino walked into the kitchen with a smile. “No. I suppose not.”


    “I knew a lot of guys who drank tea in college,” Patrick said. “British guys that played rugby. They were tough as nails.”


    Domino held up both hands. “Okay, old chap. You can make me some tea.”


    Patrick smiled and put the kettle on. “You want milk and sugar?”


    “However you usually make it.”


    Patrick reached for the cupboard when his cell phone beeped. He grabbed a mug and checked his phone. The mug in his hand hit the floor and shattered when he saw the picture staring back at him.


    • • •


    Domino ripped the phone from Patrick’s hand, courtesies for his friend snubbed by emergency. Domino stared at the text-photo of Amy Lambert—bound and gagged to a chair in the back of a van, her face a tear-stained mask of fear and shame.


    Domino cursed, pulled out his own cell with his other hand and dialed Christopher Allan. He hung up after four rings; Allan would have answered on no more than two if all was well.


    Patrick’s phone beeped again. Domino clicked the tiny envelope icon for a new text message and the screen opened up, revealing a close-up of Allan’s face—lifeless eyes open, a hole in the side of his head.


    “What is it?” Patrick blurted.


    “Allan’s dead.” He showed Patrick the photo on his cell.


    Dan Briggs appeared in the kitchen. “What’s going on?”


    Domino said: “Allan’s dead. They’ve got Amy.”


    “Fuck,” Briggs muttered. He dropped his head towards the floor and made the sign of the cross on his chest.


    Domino flicked his chin towards the den. “Get back in there with the kids. I’ll let you know what the next move is.”


    Briggs nodded and re-joined Carrie and Caleb. Domino sneaked a peak at the two children from the kitchen—both of them laying on their stomachs, hands propping up their chins, eyes stuck on the television, feet swaying back and forth like cats’ tails. Not a care in the world. Their mother was in the hands of psychopaths, one of them the nightmare-man their innocent young minds might finally be starting to forget. And they watched television, blissfully ignorant to it all, as if it were any other day. As if Mommy would be walking in the door at any moment.


    Domino glanced down at the photo of Allan again, swallowed bile, hit the send button. The phone started to ring.


    “We Kill and Kidnap Stupid People, Miss Smith speaking,” a woman said in a cheery tone.


    “So how’s it gonna be?” Domino asked.


    “Nice—direct and to the point. I like that,” the woman said. “Well, for now, I will be taking the lovely Mrs. Lambert to a reunion of sorts.”


    “And where might that be?”


    “Direct and to the point, but a bit naïve if you think I’m going to tell you that.”


    Domino breathed fire through his nose. “Just tell me the part when we get involved.”


    “Well it seems to me like you’ve been involved for some time now. Bang-up job, sir. The Lamberts might have been better off just buying another dog.”


    Domino was capable of exhibiting the professional discipline of a thousand pacifists, yet with every word this woman spoke he found himself unavoidably drifting towards demolition mode. He bit the inside of his cheek, tasted blood. “Just talk,” he said.


    “I don’t feel much like talking right now—I’ve got sooo much to do. But please do me a favor and tell Patrick that Arthur will be in touch with him soon … after he gets reacquainted with Amy of course. Ciao!”


    The woman hung up.


    “What’d they say?” Patrick said. “It sounded like a woman. Was it a woman? What’d she say?”


    Domino didn’t answer right away. Dozens of possibilities and objectives raced through his mind. If these bastards wanted Amy dead, she’d be dead, right? So that makes her bait. Problem was, what would these sick sons of bitches do with the bait while his team—


    (one good man down now, God damn it)


    —figured out a way to rescue her? They had to find her fast. Because a thought suddenly occurred to Domino. A thought that tested his earlier logic and made his blood run like ice water:


    Bait doesn’t necessarily have to be alive.


    “It was a woman,” Domino eventually said. He could not look his friend in the eye when he added: “She said she was taking Amy to see Arthur for a reunion of sorts. Said Arthur would be calling soon.”


    Patrick dropped his head.


    Domino had never felt so awful in his life. For the first time ever, he felt both failure and helplessness. He glanced at his friend. “I’m sorry, man. We will get her back.”


    Patrick lifted his head. There were no tears, no anger. Instead there was an odd look of revelation. “The lady on the phone said reunion?” he asked.


    Domino nodded.


    Patrick said, “I think I know where they’re taking her.”




    70


    Patrick headed West on the Pennsylvania Turnpike in the silver Toyota Highlander. Domino followed close behind in a black Ford SUV with Briggs bringing up the rear in a black Mustang. Patrick’s cell phone was between his legs, waiting for the call. He didn’t have to wait long.


    “This is Patrick.”


    “Hey, hey now,” a man said.


    “Arty.”


    “Wow, first guess. I guess it hasn’t been as long as I thought.”


    “What do you want?”


    “No small talk first? No ‘How ya doin?’, ‘How ya been?’”


    “Fuck you. What do you want?”


    Arty laughed. “Okay, I can take a hint. I want you, buddy boy. You and your little rug rats. I want a big old family reunion. I recently had one of my own. It was downright titillating.”


    “Keep my kids out of it.”


    “Well that’s not gonna happen. You’ve got no bargaining power here, buddy boy—I’ve got Amy.”


    “How do I know she’s still alive?”


    “You don’t. Dare I say you’ll just have to trust me?”


    “Dare I say you can lick the sweat off my sack?”


    Arty chuckled. “I can see you’re still the same old wannabe tough guy, aren’t you?”


    “Yes, Arty. I’m still the same guy who killed your brother and put your scrawny ass in the hospital for months.”


    There was a brief silence before Arty said, “You know, you really should use at least some discretion here. I promise that you’ll see Amy alive, but if you piss me off, then I can’t promise what kind of condition she’ll be in when you do see her. When Jim and I were kids, we used to pull the arms and legs off of insects and see how long they could live without them. It was amazing—some of them would wriggle around for hours. I wonder if Amy could manage the same? Would you still love her if she was just a torso and a head? You’d still be able to fuck her, you know.”


    “Tell me what you want.”


    “I told you—I want a reunion. Any idea where that reunion might be?”


    “I’ve got a pretty good idea.”


    “Are you heading there now?”


    “Soon.”


    “And will the kids be with you?”


    A deliberate pause.


    “Patrick … ?”


    “What?”


    “Will the kids be with you?”


    “I told you to keep my kids out of it.”


    “And I told you, that wasn’t going to happen. I suggest you think about your wife’s situation.”


    “Motherfucker. You motherfucker.”


    “Can I take that as a yes then? The kiddies will be accompanying you?”


    Patrick hissed: “Yes.”


    “Excellent.”


    “How do I know Amy will be at Crescent Lake when we get there?”


    Arty’s voice rose with excitement. “You do know where to go! I’m impressed.”


    “How do I know Amy will be there?”


    “I give you my word you’ll see her when you get here.”


    “Your word means dick to me.”


    Another chuckle. “What choice do you have, buddy boy?”


    Patrick said nothing.


    “Exactly,” Arty said. “I’ll make sure you see your wife, Patrick, but I do have a condition or two.”


    “Like what?”


    “You come alone. And when I mean alone, I mean alone. You and your kids; that’s it. I know you’ve had some hired help, and obviously the Feds are involved. I’ll have eyes everywhere when you get close, Patrick. If I even get the slightest hint that you’re bringing the law with you I promise Amy will die. And you won’t know how. I’ll take her body with me. Imagine living the rest of your life wondering how your wife was killed? The things I did. How long it took. How creative I got. You’ve met me before, you know what kind of imagination I have.”


    “I’ll be alone.”


    “No Feds.”


    “No Feds.”


    “No hired goons.”


    “No.”


    “Just you, Carrie, and Caleb. I’m actually looking forward to seeing those two little buggers again. How have they been? Have they grown? Does Carrie still have that weakness for candy? Still trading dolls for a quick sugar fix?”


    “Fuck you.”


    Arty laughed. “So then I can expect the three of you tonight? A nice evening at the lake where it all began?”


    “You mentioned you just had your own family reunion,” Patrick said.


    A pause, and then, “That’s right.”


    “So would I be correct in assuming that the help you’ve had thus far hasn’t been from some deranged fan club—it’s been from family?”


    “Such a clever boy you are, Patrick.”


    “So your real family found you then. Or did you find them?”


    “Does it matter?”


    “I suppose not.”


    “I can tell you this though,” Arty said. “They’re dying to meet you.”


    The line went dead.


    “I’m dying to meet them too,” Patrick said to himself. He called Domino.


    “Talk to me, brother,” Domino said.


    “It’s all good,” Patrick said.


    “Okay. Don’t call the Feds until we’re close to the lake.”


    “I won’t.”


    “They’ll notify Allegheny County. Those guys are gonna want vengeance for what happened during the court transfer. That means they’ll wanna be cowboys.”


    “You said that could be a good thing, right?”


    “In our situation? Yes.”


    “You and Briggs good?”


    “You don’t need to worry about us.”


    A pause.


    “They’re family,” Patrick said.


    “What?”


    “His help. They’re his family. His real family.”


    “He told you that?”


    “Yeah.”


    “He confirm how many?”


    “No. But I’m guessing it’s just the two—sister and a father. Or maybe he has an older brother. I don’t know.”


    “Okay. How you feeling about your kids?”


    “I’d feel better if I knew where they were.”


    “If you don’t know, they won’t know.”


    “You know.”


    “Your kids are my kids. I hope that’s enough said.”


    “It is.”


    “Alright then. Hit me up again when we pass Shippensburg. Right now I got a Red Bull with my name on it.”


    “Okay.”


    Patrick hung up and let out a good five second breath.




    71


    Amy Lambert felt the van slow to a stop. The engine click off. Ever since the last picture of her had been taken she’d been blindfolded—likely a necessary precaution, yet she wondered if the precaution had compensations that delighted her captors. Perhaps they knew that the only thing she would likely see on the black canvas of her blindfold was the last gruesome image that was all but impossible to erase: the image of Christopher Allan’s head being blown open—product of her selfishness for a stupid massage.


    Massage.


    Oh God, Lana. It only just hit her. Why so long before it resonated, she had no idea, but Lana must certainly be dead. Lana was dead. Because of her. Lana was dead because of her.


    The side of Christopher’s head exploding outward.


    Lana dead.


    How the blood had spackled the walls of the massage room.


    Lana dead. Because of her.


    Christopher’s lifeless eyes open, his blood on the wall.


    Patrick, Carrie, Caleb …


    Amy squeezed her eyes tight, shook her head, desperate to will the images away. She was tough. She knew she was. But how much did she have left? How long before she truly snapped? She wondered about people who went crazy. Was it gradual, or did it happen like a switch? She knew there was much more in store for her. Knew she would be seeing Arty again. She only hoped her guess about one’s insanity possibly being decided by a simple flick of a switch was something best left to screenwriters and carried no true merit in the real world. Because if there was anything she wanted more in the real world right now, it was to prevail again. To see Arty dead. Deader than dead. Obliterated. Him and his stupid family. Fucking dead. Yes. Yes, this was better. Focus on this.


    Picture Domino breaking Arty’s back with his bare hands.


    Picture Dan Briggs snapping the neck of the pretty woman.


    Picture you and Patrick kicking a helpless Arty until he stopped breathing.


    Picture Domino killing the big guy involved. Shooting him. Stabbing him. Stomping him.


    Picture making sure everyone was dead. Lighting their bodies on fire. Watching them burn until there was nothing left but bone and ash.


    Amy realized she was smiling into her gag as she pictured these things. She was no longer weeping, no longer feeling any remorse—just bloodlust and vengeance. And she wondered if perhaps the aforementioned insanity switch could possibly be a dimmer switch instead. No quick off and on—just a slow, gradual decline into madness. She wondered if her switch was gradually being slid into the abyss.


    • • •


    Amy heard the back door of the van open. She flinched when it slammed shut a moment later. Someone was in the van with her.


    “How you holding up?”


    It was the woman. The pretty woman from her father’s funeral, from the spa. Arty’s supposed sister. Even if Amy didn’t have a gag in her mouth, she likely would have said nothing.


    “My father and Arthur are taking a leak. Men have bladders like acorns.”


    So the big guy is their father. She was never one hundred percent sure. And Arty was here. Why hadn’t he shown himself yet?


    “Do you smoke?”


    Amy remained still.


    “I’ve never seen you smoke. But if you sneak them from Patrick I’ll let you have one.”


    Seen you? How long have you been seeing me?


    Amy decided to shake her head.


    “Okay—just thought I’d ask. Trying to be a good host and all.”


    Amy heard the flick of a lighter, and soon, the smell of cigarette smoke.


    “Big night tonight,” the woman said. “It’s taking my brother everything in his power to control himself. He’s wanted to come back here and say hello so many times. But he’s disciplined—like Dad and I. It’s what separates us from the rest of the sheep.” A pause. The sound of inhaling and exhaling. “So are you excited for tonight?”


    Amy stayed still.


    The woman removed Amy’s blindfold and Amy instantly fixed on the woman. No phony wigs, makeup, or outfits from the spa. The woman had obviously taken the time to clean herself up and was just as stunning as Amy remembered from her father’s funeral. The luxuriant dark hair, the full lips, the shimmering black eyes that now reminded Amy of polished coal behind the rising swirls of smoke from the woman’s cigarette.


    “That’s a little better,” the pretty woman said. “Felt like I was talking to a dummy.” And then letting out a quick laugh she added: “I meant a mannequin dummy. Not an idiot dummy.” She took a quick drag from her cigarette and blew it away from Amy. “Although I do wonder if you are a dummy. Going to that spa was very, very stupid. You got a lot of people killed. And there will be more to come of course.”


    Amy’s guilt became fear. She mourned Lana and Christopher’s death, felt impossibly guilty. But the thought of more to come, this woman reading her inner manuscript as though it was printed out in front of her. Previous, comforting thoughts of vengeance, no matter how far they nudged her towards the teetering edge of that abyss, were suddenly losing their appeal, as if that dark side she embraced as an extreme coping mechanism was somehow nullified in the presence of someone else who knew all too well about the benefits of wearing the evil skin. Except this woman did not wear anything. She had never taken it off.


    Everything but fear was now gone. And Amy’s eyes showed it. She shut them like a child willing away the image of the boogeyman standing at the foot of her bed.


    The pretty woman saw it all. Amy could feel the woman tasting her pain and fear, sipping it as though it were the finest of wines. If this had been Arty or Jim she would have flown into a rage, struggled and spat, fought like an animal, just as she’d done months ago. What was it about this woman that froze her spirit with an icy grip of dread?


    “I’m Monica by the way,” the pretty woman said. “We never were formally introduced. Tell me, is Patrick good in bed?”


    Amy’s eyes snapped open. She looked hard at Monica.


    “Does he have a nice cock?”


    A flutter of anger managed to stir. Amy stared at Monica intently.


    “He’s a very good looking man, Amy. And I can’t help but remember the way he kept looking at me at your father’s funeral.”


    The anger grew.


    “I mean it was a funeral for Christ’s sake. Yet he couldn’t show any discretion could he? I caught him staring at my tits more than once. Even my ass as I was walking away. I wonder if he was thinking about fucking me.” She took a deep drag of her cigarette and continued, the smoke fluttering out her mouth and nose while she spoke. “Have you guys fucked since the funeral? I’m sure you have; it was months ago. How much do you want to bet he thought about me at least once while you were doing it? Men can be like that sometimes, especially after years of marriage. They pump away forever like some poor fool on the handle of a dry well. But then, just when all seems lost, they flash on an image—a snippet of porn, a supermodel … a hot piece of ass they saw recently at their father-in-law’s funeral …” She smirked, deliberately letting it singe for a moment. “And then woosh! That well gushes forth as though it had never seen a dry day in its life. And you smile, right? Satisfied? Relieved? As though you were the one that got him off.” She exhaled in Amy’s face. “You know, I wonder … under the right circumstances … I wonder if I could get Patrick to fuck me. I think I could. I can be very persuasive you know. Although by now I’m sure you’ve probably figured that out.” Another drag, another smirk, another exhale in the face. “The only question is: would you want to watch?”


    Amy yelled into her gag, jerked against her binds, eyes narrow and fierce. Monica smiled and seemed to drink it in differently than before. Fear and pain had been a sip of fine wine. Anger and rage was a belt of strong whiskey—hot and rough and good.


    Amy cursed herself for giving the bitch the satisfaction.


    Monica took a final drag of her cigarette and crushed it out on the floor of the van. “Time to go night night again.” She reached forward and pulled the blindfold up and over Amy’s eyes, patted her on top of the head and said, “I’ll wake you when we get there.”




    72


    They were an hour away. Dusk was almost gone. Patrick called Domino.


    “Go, brother,” Domino said.


    “About an hour to go, give or take.”


    “Yeah.”


    “Would I sound like the world’s biggest pussy if I said I was scared?”


    “You’d sound like the world’s biggest liar if you said you weren’t. Fear is good—it’s natural. If you don’t feel some measure of fear then you’re a sociopath.”


    “So these assholes don’t feel fear?”


    “They can feel pain.”


    “You always know just what to say.”


    “And I love ya back.”


    Patrick gave a soft chuckle.


    Domino said, “Call the Feds about twenty miles out and give them the rendezvous point.”


    “What if they jump the gun before I can get there?”


    “Make it crystal-fucking-clear that if they do, she’s dead. The Feds don’t have a big enough shovel to get themselves out of a mess like that.”


    “And Allegheny County? Cowboys?”


    “Promise them first dibs on the assholes; all you care about is your wife’s safety. They’ll get their chance to come in, guns blazing.”


    “And then it’s on.”


    “And then it’s on, my friend.”




    73


    Amy heard the back door of the van open again. No greeting this time, just purposeful grunts as her chair was swung around and pulled back on its hind legs before being dragged backwards. More grunts as her chair was lifted out of the van with one swift movement and lowered to the ground.


    She sensed only one person behind the effort—likely the father, the big man; he had hoisted her and the chair out of the van without much of a struggle. She remembered Arty as lean, not the type of build to perform such a laborious act on his own. Besides, and she knew this in her gut, if it had been Arty, he would not have been able to resist the urge to speak. To mock. To play. The father remained quiet. Even when he tilted her chair back again and loaded her onto what Amy could only guess was a dolly—she felt herself being wheeled backwards seconds later—the father still never spoke.


    Monica had mocked. Pushed Amy’s buttons to keep the game ablaze.


    Arty would have certainly said worse. Maybe even hit her.


    The father said nothing. All business apparently. Amy began to wonder if this was more frightening: to resist the urge to toy with the helpless prey. To be so focused and disciplined that the objective would never be compromised by even the most harmless of subtleties until the package arrived safely.


    Amy felt the dolly slow to a stop. Heard a door open. Felt the dolly bounce twice as it was lifted upward over two small stairs. The cold outdoor air lingered on her skin as a door slammed behind her, shutting out the world. Soon, her once-frosty cheeks flushed to the warmth of indoors. She smelled old wood and dust. And before she was tilted back once more to be wheeled towards her captor’s destination, the father finally spoke—the package safely delivered, the objective completed—the time for celebration to begin.


    “Welcome back, bitch,” he said. “You ready to have some fun?”


    • • •


    Amy sat alone in silence, the binds on her hands and ankles still strong and stubborn, affording no slack, the gag taking away any articulation from her voice, the blindfold robbing her sight. Smell and sound were her only available senses, and every now and then she thought she heard breathing, someone watching.


    Something in the room shifted. Amy cocked her blind head to one side, held her breath. Someone was in the room. And she knew who it was. She felt it.


    Amy spoke, desperate to manage Arty’s name around the gag that stretched her mouth. It came out better than she’d hoped.


    Her gag was pulled out and down to her neck. Still blind, Amy said, “Hi, Arty.”


    “Hi, Amy. Long time.”


    • • •


    Patrick was twenty miles from Crescent Lake. He picked up his cell, hit the speed dial he’d programmed earlier, asked to speak to agent Chris Miller when it picked up on the second ring.


    • • •


    “Are you comfortable?” Arty asked Amy.


    “Yes, thank you,” Amy said in the most contemptuous tone she could summon.


    Arty slapped her hard. The shock was magnified by the fact that she couldn’t see it coming, and the black screen of the blindfold flashed small bursts of purple light as she struggled to keep her head upright.


    “That was an appetizer … for Jim. A weak appetizer. We’ll be having more. Drinks too. Then the main course. Dessert. Coffee. After-dinner drinks—”


    “Oh shut up,” Amy said. “It’s old. Your whole shtick is old. Christ, any kid with half a brain could come up with a better sequel.”


    Arty slapped her again. She expected it this time, and the shock was lessened—no less painful, but lessened.


    “You’ve got it all wrong, Amy. This is not a sequel—merely a continuation.”


    “Tomato, tomato.”


    She heard Arty laugh. “You really think you’re quite the spitfire don’t you? Already accepted your fate, yes?”


    “Something like that.”


    “And Patrick?”


    Amy’s heart jumped. She prayed it didn’t show on her face. “What about him?”


    “Have you accepted his fate as well? He’s on his way you know. Him and your kids.”


    It was impossible for Amy to hide it now. “My husband would never bring our children.”


    “I suspect you’re right. He said he was, but I didn’t believe him. Doesn’t really matter much anyway—after we’re done with you and lover boy we will find Carrie and Caleb. And I’ll take my time with them.”


    Amy’s rage put a momentary hold on her tongue. All she could do was clench her teeth and snort like a bull.


    “I also told Patrick no police. Told him that if we spot them—and we will if they come—you’re dead. I mean you’re gonna die anyway, but I at least promised him a chance to see you before you die. Before you both die. You see I really want it to be like old times. But if we spot the police? The only thing he’ll see when he gets here is your corpse. And believe me, sweetums, I’ll do a serious number on you. He’ll have to identify you by the scar over your tit from where I shot you.” He laughed.


    Amy said, “And when we kill you, they’ll identify you by the scars on your stomach and chest from where my husband fucked you with a knife.”


    The third slap knocked her unconscious.


    • • •


    “Please remember to hold at the rendezvous point,” Patrick said to Agent Miller. “He said if they spot any police whatsoever she was dead.”


    “We’ll hold,” Miller said.


    “Tell Allegheny County the same.”


    “Already did.”


    “I’m sure they’re jumpy after losing men during the court transfer,” Patrick said. “Tell them they can have first dibs on the assholes, I don’t care. I just want my wife to be safe, alright? Nobody can go in before me.”


    “They won’t, Patrick.”


    Patrick sighed deep into the phone. “Okay. I should be there in about five minutes.”


    “We’ll be waiting.”


    • • •


    Amy came to, disoriented. For a moment she forgot where she was, until Arty’s words brought it all back with painful clarity.


    “And she’s back,” Arty said. “Welcome back, Amy.”


    Amy shook her head, trying to clear it.


    “Turned out the lights on that last one, didn’t I?” he asked.


    “Yes, Arty. You should be very proud of your ability to knock a blind woman unconscious. What a stud you are.”


    “I guess maybe you need another, huh?”


    “Is that your plan? To keep hitting me all night? I remember you being more creative,” she said.


    “Oh no … oh no—there’s so much more planned, Amy. The hitting? Just getting carried away I suppose. Your smart mouth makes it all but impossible to resist.”


    “Would you rather I had a dumb mouth?”


    “You see? There you go again—so pleased with yourself in the face of adversity. Perhaps our last encounter was a good thing. It seems to have really toughened you up.”


    “I agree,” Amy said. “Sticking a nail file in your brother’s little balls was very cathartic. Watching my husband blow his head off was even better. Thanks for that.”


    She heard Arty take a sharp intake of breath, controlling his anger. “Now that really deserves another crack upside your cunting head.” Another deep breath. “But I won’t. I won’t because I need you conscious for when Patrick arrives. It won’t be long now. I’ve dreamed of this day, Amy. I’ll admit that for a time I had given up and lost hope. But when my sister contacted me, told me who she was, who my real father was.” Amy heard him sigh contently. “I knew I would have my vengeance soon—I just needed to be patient. And I knew that while I was being patient, my father and sister were picking up right where Jim and I had left off. And God damn were they good. Dead dog? Patrick’s job? Dead dad … ?” He paused as though getting ready to give a punch line. “Being at the actual funeral and signing the fucking guest book?” Arty started laughing hard. He tried to continue but had to pause a few times until his laughter finally subsided. “Monica told me she even got you to drive home wasted one night … right after your father’s drunk driving ‘accident.’ That is absolute-fucking-gold.” He started to laugh hard again, yet managed to finish with: “I’d cut my fucking thumb off right now if I could have seen the look on Patrick’s face when that happened.”


    Arty’s words weren’t a revelation for Amy. Had she heard them immediately following each incident, especially her father’s death, they would have carried the impact of a bullet. Now it was all in the “no shit” column. Amy’s face reflected that.


    “Abstaining are we?” There was more than just goading in Arty’s tone; there was a faint sense of frustration.


    “Just bored,” Amy said, bracing herself for another possible hit.


    “Sure you are,” Arty said with a cluck of the tongue. “But you needn’t worry …”


    Amy heard Arty move towards the front of the room. She heard clicks and whirrs—the sounds of some kind of technology.


    Arty removed her blindfold. Amy found herself in a room that was nearly bare. The room contained one tall halogen lamp, one window (that, in the dark of night beyond, only served to cruelly reflect her binds), one table, and most significantly, one tripod supporting an elaborate video camera pointing directly at her, a small circle glowing red on its casing, indicating the camera was live and running.


    Arty stepped in front of the camera. He and Amy locked eyes for the first time in months. Arty smiled from ear to ear; Amy could not fight a mask of hatred.


    Arty’s smile shortened into a satisfied smirk. “… it’s going to be show time very soon.”




    74


    Patrick switched off his headlights and rolled to a slow stop at the rendezvous point a hundred yards from the perimeter of Crescent Lake. Before clicking off his lights he had spotted three unmarked cars. Patrick was pleased Allegheny hadn’t arrived in cruisers; they may have been granted first dibs in taking Arty and his brood down, but it seemed the Feds were still calling the shots.


    Agent Miller approached Patrick as he exited the Highlander. It was dark, but Patrick could still make the agent out fairly well. The rest of the car doors behind the agent began opening—federal agents and members of the Allegheny County Police Department filed out, eight in all, geared to the nines in vests and weapons. The officers from Allegheny County were constantly popping, checking, then slamming the clips back home on their Berettas as they paced and twitched like men having to take a piss.


    Cowboys, Patrick thought. He didn’t blame them though. They weren’t here for points or accolades. They wanted vengeance. Same as him. Same as Arty and his family. Jesus. Today, kids, we’re going to learn about something called a theme.


    “How you doing?” Miller asked Patrick.


    “Scared. Worried.”


    Miller patted Patrick’s shoulder once. “We’ll have the place surrounded, but we’ll be out of sight. When you get near—”


    “Way out of sight,” Patrick interrupted. “He said they have eyes everywhere. If they spot you …”


    “That was likely a bluff. And even if they do have some type of surveillance they won’t spot us.”


    “How can you be so sure?”


    “Because I’m sure,” Miller said.


    Patrick dropped his head and took a breath. “Okay. I’m going to head towards the lake. Cabin eight.”


    “We’ll be close behind, on foot.”


    “Stay away from my brake lights,” Patrick said. “If I hit them and they light one of your faces—”


    “We know what we’re doing, Patrick.” Miller patted his shoulder again. “This will all be over soon; you’ll see.”


    Patrick nodded, entered the Highlander, and began a slow drive down the gravel road leading into Crescent Lake.


    • • •


    Arty’s radio crackled. A deep male voice came through. “Got a car approaching, son.”


    Arty brought the radio to his mouth. “Make?”


    “It’s an SUV.” A pause, and then: “Highlander. Toyota Highlander.”


    “That’s him,” Arty said. “Is he alone?”


    “Can’t tell yet. Looks like he’s about to pull into the driveway.”


    Arty glanced down at Amy and pulled the radio away from his mouth. “Excited?”


    Amy was holding her breath; she said nothing.


    Arty smiled and brought the radio back to his lips. “What’s going on, Dad?”


    “He’s alone. No kids.”


    Amy gasped relief. Arty glanced down at her again and said: “We were expecting that. We’ll find them soon enough.”


    Amy glared up at him with murder in her eyes. He winked at her.


    “Any police?” Arty asked.


    “None so far. He’s heading towards the front door.”


    • • •


    Patrick stood outside the front door of cabin number eight bordering Crescent Lake. Memories came at him unrelenting, each one staying long enough to burn before the next.


    He closed his eyes. That only made it worse. He opened them. Shook his head. Slapped his face. Stomped his feet.


    Go inside. Do it now.


    Patrick turned the handle on the front door. He did not see the shadows of two Allegheny County officers creeping up close behind.


    • • •


    Arty’s radio crackled. “He’s at the front door.”


    “Copy that,” Arty said. He licked his lips and readied himself.


    “Except …”


    “What?”


    “… it appears our hero brought the police with him after all.”


    Arty looked down at Amy and grinned. “Well—I guess your hubby doesn’t love you as much as you thought.” He put her gag back on.


    • • •


    Patrick opened the front door and walked into the den. He did not survey his surroundings. He did not survey them because the enormous television perched high up on its stand in the middle of the room captured every bit of his attention.


    Amy was on that TV screen. The scene was a horrific memory come back to life—his wife bound and gagged and helpless in a chair, Arty next to her, grinning, back in charge. Patrick stared, his mouth gaping.


    “I told you you’d see her again,” Arty said. He stroked Amy’s hair as he spoke. She violently recoiled away from each stroke. “You can speak if you like. There’s a mic; I can hear you.”


    Anger had not hit Patrick’s face yet; it was still shock. “What is this?” he said. “You said you wanted us both. You wanted … you wanted a reunion.”


    “Oh I do. Or should I say: I did. But I had to test you first, Patrick. And guess what?” He made a boo-hoo face. “You failed.”


    “What? I did exactly what you said! You son of a bitch, I did exactly what you said!”


    “Did you? Where are the kids?”


    Patrick swallowed hard. He looked away and said, “They’re in the car.”


    Arty made the sound of a game show buzzer. “That’s a lie. I imagine you’re not much of a poker player.”


    Patrick’s chest was heaving now. “You knew I wasn’t going to bring them, Arty. You knew that.”


    Arty closed his eyes and nodded slowly. “I suppose I did.” He left Amy’s side and approached the camera, his face now taking up the screen. “But what about the fuzz? The pigs? The coppers?”


    “What about them?”


    Arty tilted his head to one side, pursed his lips and said, “Come on, Patrick. I told you we would know if they came with you.”


    “There are no cops,” he said fast and desperate. “I swear, I swear.”


    “I swear, I swear,” Arty mocked. “You might want to peek over your shoulder, honest Abe.”


    Patrick spun. Two Allegheny County Police Officers were behind him, guns drawn, eyes stuck on the television, confused.


    “No!” Patrick screamed at the officers. “GODDAMNIT, NO!”


    Patrick spun back towards the television. “Arty, please! Just listen to me!”


    Arty shook a finger and made a tsk, tsk sound. “Shame. You know, despite my hatred for you, Patrick, there was always a little bit of respect. I thought you had balls. Honor.” He shook his head. “You’re pathetic … and your wife is as good as dead.”


    “NO! NO, WAIT! YOU MOTHERFUCKER!!! WHERE ARE YOU?!”


    Arty waved goodbye, stepped away from the camera, and left an image of a sobbing Amy in plain view for a few intentional seconds before the screen went black.


    Patrick kicked the television over and roared. The front door burst open and the remaining officers and agents flooded in. Patrick screamed and spat insults at them. Punched holes in the walls. Kicked a table over and stomped it until it was in pieces. No officer or agent dared intervene. Not even Agent Miller.


    Patrick let loose one more almighty roar and then ran out of cabin number eight on Crescent Lake like a maniac into the night.
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    Patrick sprinted through the woods. Branches smacked and stung his face but did not bother him; the pain fueled his charge. It was dark, and at times he doubted his footing, but he knew he was headed in the right direction. If he took a spill, fuck it. He would bounce right back up no matter what the damage and keep on going.


    Twenty yards ahead he began to make out the road, and the idling car that was waiting.


    • • •


    An Allegheny County Officer approached Agent Miller following a thorough sweep of the cabin. “Nothing,” the officer said. “Just the TV and some surveillance equipment.”


    Miller looked at the ground, kicked over a stone and cursed under his breath.


    The officer said, “Look, we may have jumped the gun a little, but she wasn’t even in there. The sick bastard was playing games. He was gonna kill her no matter what. If she was there, we might have been able to save her.”


    Miller looked away and sighed. “I don’t know,” he said. “Try and explain that to Mr. Lambert.”


    The officer looked in all directions. “Where is he?”




    76


    Patrick sat in the passenger seat. Dan Briggs sped through the back roads of western Pennsylvania as if he’d lived there his whole life. They were almost there.


    Patrick’s cell phone rang. The caller ID was blocked, but he knew who it was—he was counting on it. Patrick flipped open his phone. “Hello?”


    “Disappointment is an understatement here, Patrick.”


    Patrick glanced at Briggs, nodded, then replied: “Where are you, Arty?”


    “I gave you pretty simple directions. And yet you chose to let your wife die.”


    “Fuck you. You were going to kill her anyway.”


    “I wanted to play the game again. I wanted a reunion.”


    “You’ve been playing the game, asshole. Or should I say, your family has been playing the game while you’ve been locked away. Living vicariously through them just isn’t the same thing though, is it?”


    Brief silence. “Are you trying to mind-fuck me, Patrick? Unwise.”


    “No mind-fuck. Just truth. I have no doubt you would have done the actual deed when the time came, but at the end of the day it would have left you empty inside, wouldn’t it? Just murder? No fun, no games?”


    Arty laughed, but it sounded forced. “Who said no games? We had many, many things in store for you two.”


    “Bullshit. You’re not invisible anymore, Arty. The FBI dreams about you. You’ve got to keep on the move. Your father and sister could plan and spend all the time they wanted. They still can. But not you. Nope—your days of fun and games ended the night my wife and I kicked the living shit out of you and your douche bag brother.”


    Arty’s breathing was heavy on the other line. His tone was a modest attempt at controlling his anger. “For a man whose wife is sitting next to me helpless—”


    “Whoa, wait a minute,” Patrick interrupted. “Where’s the man who prided himself on being in constant control? It sounds like I’m getting to you.”


    Briggs killed the lights on the Mustang and continued driving through night as deftly as he had before. They were less than a football field away now.


    “I’m just talking truth here, Arty,” Patrick continued. “No need to get riled up. The simple fact is that your family was having all the fun. Sure, they’re loyal to you, and sure, they were going to let you be the one to finish Amy and me off—”


    “Your kids too,” Arty blurted. “Don’t forget about your kids. We will find them ya know. New rules to the game. Your kids are dead.”


    Patrick ignored the comment. “Face it, Arty, from here on out you’re nothing but a common killer who has to constantly keep on the move. A common killer. You love being considered common don’t you?” Patrick laughed.


    Briggs slowed the Mustang to a stop. They exited. Briggs took lead as they kept their heads down and hurried to their mark on foot.


    Arty’s attempt at controlling his anger was gone. He did not yell, but spoke with enunciated venom. “You are a very, very stupid man. Would you like to say goodbye to your wife before I torture her to death?”


    Patrick glanced over at Domino and nodded. Domino raised his rifle and peered through the scope.


    “No,” Patrick said. “I’ll tell her face to face.”


    Domino squeezed his trigger four times. All four hits pierced the living room window and hit Arty in every one of his appendages—both arms, both legs. He collapsed instantly. Amy’s eyes went frantic with shock and confusion.


    Briggs kicked in the back door of Maria Fannelli’s former residence—the place where the finalities of the Lamberts’ horrific ordeal had truly happened. The place Patrick knew they were taking his wife from the start.


    Pistol raised, Briggs swung and spun throughout the downstairs interior of the home.


    Domino headed upstairs.


    Patrick entered the living room to greet Arty.


    • • •


    Arty lay on the floor screaming and writhing in pain. Patrick instantly went to his wife and knelt before her. He removed her gag, took hold of her face, and kissed her from her lips to her forehead with feverish relief.


    “Listen to me,” Patrick said as he worked the last bind free, allowing Amy to get to her feet. “There’s a car outside …” He pressed the keys to the Mustang into her hand. “A black Mustang about twenty yards west from here. Get inside and drive—and keep driving.”


    Amy looked in all directions. “Where are we?”


    “We’re at his mother’s house. They tried to trick us.”


    From the floor, Arty managed: “She’s not my mothe—”


    Patrick lunged forward and punted Arty in the ribs. “Shut the fuck up!” He returned to Amy. “Go, baby. Leave now.”


    “What? Where are you going?”


    “I’ll be here. I’m not leaving until I know he’s dead.” He looked down at Arty.


    “Patrick, no. Come with me. There are more here. The father and sister.”


    “I know, baby. Domino and Briggs will find them and take care of them.” He looked down at Arty again. “I’ve got him.”


    “Patrick, please. Just come with me. You don’t need to do this. I hate him too. I want him dead too. But it’s safer if we both leave. It’s been twice now that I thought I lost you. I couldn’t bear it again.” She started to cry.


    Patrick pulled her close. “You won’t lose me, honey. Just go. I want you as far away from this mess as possible. We’ll be seeing each other very soon. I promise.”


    Amy went to object again, but Patrick silenced her with a hard kiss on the mouth. “Please go,” he said.


    “Okay … okay I will,” Amy said. “I’ll see you soon?”


    “You’ll see me soon.”


    Amy left.


    Patrick turned back to Arty, squatted beside him, smiled and said, “Hey, man. You know I’m not one for small talk, but … how ya doin? How ya been?”


    • • •


    Domino upstairs, pistol drawn, maneuvering from room to room with swift movements that defied his bulk. Three rooms had been cleared thus far. One remained. Father and sister had not surfaced during the commotion. That was smart. No doubt difficult given family ties, but smart—they were not giving up their position. They were good. Disciplined. He had a true fight on his hands.


    • • •


    Patrick remained squatting next to Arty’s lame body—all four wounded limbs lying useless on the floor like thick slabs of wrapped meat. His head turned and flopped with desperate urgency, his face grimacing in both pain and panic.


    Patrick laughed. “You look like some coked-up ventriloquist’s doll.” And then Patrick’s eyes brightened as something came back to him. “No, wait—you look more like an insect with both its arms and legs pulled off.” He laughed again, patted Arty on the head and added: “That, you sick fuck, is what you call irony.”


    Patrick pulled a knife from his waist and cut Arty’s throat from ear to ear. Blood spurt from both the wound and Arty’s mouth as he choked on his own blood. Patrick then straddled Arty’s chest and leaned forward as if he meant to kiss him. He stared Arty in his wide frantic eyes, not caring about the spatters of blood that flecked his face from the wet gasps beneath him.


    “I’m going to watch you die,” Patrick said. “I’m going to sit here on top of you, look you in the eye, and watch you bleed to death.”


    Arty closed his eyes.


    “Open them,” Patrick said.


    Arty kept them shut tight.


    Patrick took the knife, pinched one of Arty’s eyelids between his thumb and finger, and sliced it off.


    Arty tried to scream. His mouth opened but his voice no longer worked—just more gasps of blood that misted the air and spackled his own face.


    Patrick tossed the eyelid away, brought his face back down to Arty’s (where his remaining eyelid was now very open) and said, “As I was saying …”


    Arty took his last breath, a long wet gurgle before sputtering to a complete stop like a dying engine. Patrick pushed off his chest and stood over Arty’s corpse.


    “No maybes this time, you fuck. Now you are well and truly dead.”


    • • •


    The final room. Domino approached the door, eased it open. The light was on. The three prior rooms had been dark—this one was expecting someone. He peered inside—eyes and gun—before crossing the threshold. It appeared to be a study of sorts. Two bookshelves, one window, one desk, one closet. Everything was in plain sight. If they were anywhere it was the closet.


    But it was so obvious. And why leave the light on? It was all too obvious. They want him to come to the closet. To walk—


    Domino stopped and looked down. He smirked. Of course. Place the prize in plain site—you’ll lose your surroundings once you glimpse the gold. Lose your head and rush forward … into a trap. Domino squatted down and ran the tips of his fingers gently along the length of wire strung tight across the base of the doorway.


    Enter; trip and fall; weapon becomes compromised; burst from the closet and boom, boom, boom.


    Clever. And it might have worked—if you didn’t leave the light on. A little too obvious, kids. Back to school for you.


    Domino kept his gun on the closet, stepped over the wire, and placed his foot on the wooden floorboard that gave way once his full weight was on it.


    • • •


    Briggs entered the living room. Patrick was sitting in the chair his wife was bound and gagged to only moments ago. Arty’s lifeless body was at his feet. Briggs took the scene in and gave Patrick a mild look of amusement.


    “Feel better?” he asked.


    “Much better, thanks,” Patrick said. His blood-speckled face held a look of both sanity and insanity.


    Briggs nodded. If war hadn’t eroded the ability, he might have smiled at Patrick. “We’re clear down here,” he said. “I see nothing. Chances are they split when we surprised them.” Briggs looked down at Arty. “So much for family loyalty.”


    “There’s a cellar,” Patrick said.


    • • •


    Domino’s right leg plunged all the way through the wooden floor. He pitched forward, one leg vanishing beneath him, the other behind him. He felt his hamstring tear, his groin threatening the same. And his weapon—his weapon flew from his hands as he tried to stop his fall. He had failed to maintain his weapon.


    And that’s when the closet door burst open.


    A big man rushed forward and placed the point of his pistol to Domino’s head. He did not pull the trigger. Instead, he patted Domino down and checked his body for all weapons. When he found another pistol, he tossed it along with the one Domino had dropped. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, boy. I’ve been hunting since I could crawl. Haven’t met anything I couldn’t trap yet.”


    “Good for you.” Domino shifted; his hamstring was on fire.


    “You alright there, boy?”


    “I’d like to get to my feet. Don’t suppose that’s going to happen though is it?”


    “Actually …” The big man extended his free hand. “It is.”


    Domino stared at the man’s hand. They like to play games, he thought. Was this one of them? Probably. But what did he have to lose at this point? Domino extended his hand, and the big man helped him to his feet, gun still on him.


    Upright, Domino rubbed the back of his leg. It hurt to put weight on it. “So I’m guessing you’re the father,” he said.


    “John Brooks,” the big man said.


    “Domino.”


    “Like the pizza?”


    “Just like.”


    John nodded, amused.


    “So what now, John Brooks?”


    “I told you—I’m a hunter.” John turned, tossed his gun out the door, then closed it, shutting the two of them inside the room like gladiators in a cage. He then drew a large hunting knife from a sheath on his waist. “I’ve killed just about every animal there is, but I’ll be damned if I’ve ever bagged a coon as big as you.”


    • • •


    Briggs opened the door leading into the cellar. It was dark and he tried the switch. Nothing. Intentional? Or just a rusty house that has been a realtor’s nightmare ever since the tragedy? He clicked his flashlight and crept down all the same.


    Reaching the bottom, he waved the light in all directions. Nothing caught his eye. But then he didn’t expect anything to. If these guys were as good as Domino said, then they wouldn’t exactly be standing out in the open holding a sign.


    Gun high and ready, he inched forward. The flashlight was useful, but in the black of the cellar it was a peep hole. Briggs was losing patience. No one was here; they had fled. He returned to the base of the stairs and was ready to ascend when the first silent bullet struck him in the neck. He clutched at his throat, not believing he was actually wounded, thinking perhaps he had swallowed an insect inside the squalid confines of the cellar instead. The bullets that followed erased all uncertainties. Briggs dropped dead.


    • • •


    Domino shook his head and chuckled.


    “Something funny?” John asked.


    “You hunters make me laugh—acting all tough, like it’s a big deal killing an innocent animal that doesn’t even know it’s in the game. I wonder how well you’d fare if a grizzly knocked on your door one day.”


    John sneered. “It wouldn’t stand a fucking chance.”


    Domino kept smiling. “Well I should be easy then.”


    John lunged forward and slashed. Domino went to dodge but his hamstring betrayed him; the knife caught his arm and sliced deep.


    Domino winced and backed up towards the bookshelf. John approached cautiously, waving the knife in front, grinning.


    John feinted a thrust. Domino hopped back, his heel hitting the bookcase. He reached behind him, grabbing for anything. His fingers grazed a large hardcover. He snatched it, whipped it towards John’s face. John brought both hands up to defend himself. Domino took advantage, pushed off the bookcase and fired a kick into John’s groin. John pitched forward from the impact. Domino seized the wrist of John’s knife-hand with his left, blasted rapid-fire palm strikes into John’s face with his right until both men slammed back against the opposite wall.


    Still clutching John’s wrist, Domino began banging the knife-hand repeatedly against the wall. The knife clattered to the floor.


    John, bloodied and dazed from the palm strikes, still managed to bring a knee up into Domino’s groin. Domino groaned and backed up. John instantly launched off the wall and shot a quick double-leg takedown, sending both men skidding along the floor with John Brooks on top. John raised his torso and brought a cannonball head butt down into Domino’s face, emitting a sickly crack.


    Domino saw stars. Lots of them. One more and he was fucked.


    John raised his torso for a second shot. Domino glanced to his left. He spotted the knife, snatched it. John brought his torso back, whipped it forward again, his massive head trailing behind for the knockout blow. Domino stuck the knife upward, and John Brooks impaled himself on it.


    • • •


    Patrick hadn’t moved from his seat in the living room since Briggs had left. His mind felt gone. He just sat, another man’s blood on his face and hands. That same man dead at his feet. The second man he had killed in his life. How many go through life killing one? How many go through life killing none? A smile that was more a grimace split his mouth. “A lot,” he answered himself, the smile now of a man who was colossally drunk and found humor in everything.


    Patrick had reached a dark side once. He had saved his family at Crescent Lake less than a year ago. He was forced to kill. To mutilate and savage. Therapy and repetitive self-assurance convinced him it was survival; a defense mechanism to protect his loved ones. No different in the animal kingdom. As time passed he looked back on those horrific acts of survival—infrequently; it was not a nice place to visit—and they became a vivid dream that, while going nowhere anytime soon, possessed the one blessed quality all dreams possessed: they became less vivid in time.


    Now the vivid dream was back, and he doubted whether he could wake up. What he had just done—the pre-meditated murder (slaughter) of a man. It felt right. Felt great.


    Can I go back to being me? he wondered, finally blinking, looking at the blood on his hands. Domino could kill ten men and then hold a kitten. So could Briggs. So could Allan.


    Patrick was not those men.


    You killed two men. You killed two men and you liked it. You fucking-a liked it.


    “If killing motherfuckers is wrong … I don’t want to be right!” he sang, wearing the drunken smile.


    A female voice behind him said: “I agree, Patrick.”


    Patrick stood and Monica shot him twice in the chest.


    • • •


    Monica loomed over Patrick’s unconscious body. He was still breathing, but it was raspy and shallow. She would call her father (who was no doubt finishing off the big black fella) from upstairs. They would come down and save Patrick. Take him with them. Nurse him back to health. Then keep him hostage until the day he died—which would not be soon. Each day they would find a way to inflict unthinkable agony on his body. Saw off his balls with a dull blade. Sew his lips shut and then rip them back open. Stick needles in his ears until his ear drums burst. Find his wife and kids and slaughter them before his eyes before gouging them out and forcing them down his throat “to see what you ate for breakfast!” she would quip with so much glee.


    These thoughts filled her with heat and hatred. Heat for the acts themselves, hatred for the motive: the loss of her second and last brother. She had never failed before. Ever. The heat began to fade. The hatred rose.


    Monica glanced down at her dead brother, resisted the urge to empty the rest of her gun into Patrick, then lifted her head and called upstairs for her father.


    “Dad?”


    • • •


    The blade plunged handle-deep into John Brooks’ throat. Blood gushed and poured from his mouth, his eyes wide in disbelief.


    Domino rolled the big man off and hurried to his feet. Adrenaline was masking his wounds, but he would no doubt be feeling them soon.


    Domino watched John Brooks die. The big man soon lay dead on his back, eyes open, a pool of blood circling his head and neck. The man was an incredibly worthy opponent, the toughest Domino had ever faced. Had this been on the battlefield or in some other type of circumstance, Domino would have showed his opponent respect and closed his lifeless eyes. An old mentor of Domino’s once told him that to die with your eyes open was hell—you would relive your death over and over again for all eternity. To die with them closed was to let God know that you were now at peace and ready to ascend toward heaven.


    Worthy opponent or not, this man deserved no respect for the things he’d done to the people Domino loved and considered family. He left the room quietly with John Brooks’ dead eyes open.


    • • •


    “Dad?”


    No answer. Monica heard someone moving upstairs. “Dad, you there?”


    Nothing.


    She sighed and glanced down at the dying Patrick.


    • • •


    Domino retrieved his gun when he heard the crazy bitch calling from downstairs. That was a bad sign. It meant his boys were likely in trouble. He was hurt, but not bad enough for a second attack.


    Going hand-to-hand with the daughter would be like a game of checkers after what he had just gone through with the father. Except she would never do hand-to-hand, would she? She never needed to. And if she got past Briggs, it certainly wasn’t on might. It was the classic brains and brawn. He was up against the brain now. He had to regroup, not succumb to the kind of trap the big fucker had gotten him with.


    And then the front door slammed and all plans went out the window. Domino hurried downstairs, gun leading the way.


    • • •


    Domino saw two things when he hit the bottom of the stairs and entered the living room. One was his friend Patrick, on his back and bleeding badly from his chest and stomach. The other was one word, scrawled in blood on the white wall above Patrick’s body:


    Ciao.



    Domino’s instinct was to rush for the door, to follow his target before it fled. Doing that, though, would mean leaving his friend to bleed. And he still didn’t know where Briggs was.


    She’s getting away.


    Domino ran to Patrick and placed his hand on his neck. His pulse was very shallow, his breathing barely there.


    She’s getting away.


    Domino stood and ran to the front door, stopped, and returned to Patrick. He called for help on his cell, and then started to perform CPR on his friend.


    Patrick died before the ambulance arrived.




    77


    Florence, Italy


    Four Months Later


    A beautiful blonde woman in sunglasses sat at a table in a busy outdoor café. When the waitress approached, the beautiful woman ordered a black coffee in perfect Italian.


    While she waited for her coffee, the blonde took a cigarette from her purse, lit it, and inhaled deep. She tilted her head back and blew a stream of smoke towards the sky. She kept her head in that position after exhaling, soaking in the morning sun as though she had never had the pleasure of sampling its allure.


    The waitress returned with the coffee and the blonde thanked her.


    She took a sip, let out a contented sigh, and resumed leaning back in the chair, her face in the sun once more.


    She was drawing on her cigarette again when a woman spoke:


    “Those are bad for you.”


    The blonde casually lifted her head and exhaled. “Amy Lambert, as I live and breathe.”


    “Hey, Monica,” Amy said, taking a seat across from her. “Back to blonde again?”


    Monica ran her fingers through her hair. “It’s real—no wig.”


    “Looks good. Familiar too.”


    Monica smirked. “Bringing back good memories?”


    “Just memories,” Amy said, her eyes never leaving Monica’s.


    “Now come on, Amy …” Monica tossed her lit cigarette to the ground; a patron scoffed at the act. “I always pegged you as rather smart.” Monica brought her hand below the table. There was the faint click of a gun. “You know you’d stand no chance against me.”


    Amy nodded, her eyes no less intense. “I know that.”


    A powerful hand seized Monica’s arm from behind. Effortlessly, the concealed gun was wrenched from her hand and quickly tucked away.


    Without turning around, Monica said, “Let me guess—it’s the big black fella that killed my father.”


    “You can call me Domino,” a deep voice said.


    “I can call you much more than that,” Monica said.


    Domino bent forward and put his mouth to Monica’s ear. “Be quiet and listen to what my friend has to say.”


    Monica’s eyebrows bounced. “Friend? Are you two fucking already? Poor Patrick. It hasn’t even been a year and—”


    There were two muffled thumps. Nobody in the outdoor café heard them. Monica’s head dropped towards the table, towards her stomach. Her face went from shock, to disbelief, to nothing. She fell face-forward onto the table.


    By the time anyone noticed, Amy and Domino were faces in a crowd. The gun Amy used was given back to Domino and tossed in the River Arno.



    [image: Bad Games: Hellbent]
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    The Pine Barrens

  Southern New Jersey


    Summer, 2010


    Stan and Josephine Barr were heading back into the Pines when they saw the woman lying in the ditch.


    They’d ventured out for the day to collect supplies, made a good run, but the effort had taken its toll. When they were a young couple living in Hoboken, they walked everywhere. And why not—everything was in spitting distance. When they gave up urban life for the secluded one they now cherished, the prospect of using tires instead of feet seemed just fine—especially once they’d settled in and appreciated that spitting distance was now missile distance.


    This made the discovery of the woman in the ditch all the more disturbing: Stan could not remember passing any stalled vehicles along the way. None at the scene either.


    Only moments prior, Josephine had laid her head on Stan’s shoulder and closed her eyes. The dashboard had read 8:30 P.M. Daylight was on its way out, and Stan knew once they ventured further into the Pines, the densely surrounding woodlands would blanket whatever remaining light there was.


    8:30. They’d been out later than he wanted, and there was still a ways to go. He had hoped they’d be back at the house, everything unloaded, and under the sheets by nine. Ten was now looking more likely—late for them.


    Stan had thought about turning on the radio, the distraction perhaps lightening the load on his weary lids. Of course it would also lighten the load on Jo’s lids; and he’d wanted his wife to rest.


    Whistling? He shook his head at himself. No different than the radio, dummy.


    And then the ultimate distraction had presented itself, but it was nothing to be grateful for.


    The woman in the ditch.


    “Jo,” he said. “Jo, wake up, honey.”


    Josephine sat upright, yawned and rubbed fresh sleep from her eyes. “What is it?”


    Stan slowed the truck to a stop on the side of the road.


    “What is it?” Josephine asked again. “Why are you stopping?”


    Stan was pointing in the near distance, the headlights of the truck illuminating everything: a woman in a ditch by the side of the rural road, her body curled into a fetal position. “What do you make of that?”


    Josephine squinted and leaned forward, her tired eyes then springing to life on discovery. “Oh my God.”


    Stan nodded. “What should we do?”


    Josephine motioned towards Stan’s cell on the dashboard. “Call for help?”


    Stan picked up the phone. “And how long before someone actually gets here? Remember Jack Logan? By the time they got to him he was dead.”


    “That was deep in the belly of the Pines, Stan. They couldn’t find the place.” Josephine turned and looked in all directions. “We’re still on the outskirts. They’d get here in time.”


    “In time for what?” Stan said. “We don’t know if that girl is dead or—”


    The woman started moving. She uncoiled slowly from her fetal ball, tried to stand, and fell over.


    Stan and Josephine simultaneously exited the truck and hurried towards the woman. Josephine dropped to a knee as Stan stood overhead. The woman was moaning, trying to sit up. Josephine placed a hand on the woman’s back to steady her.


    Stan gave the woman a quick going over. She appeared to be in her late twenties. Brown hair and thin. Disheveled but attractive. She wore jeans and a tee-shirt. A gray lady’s bag was by her side. He could see no signs of blood.


    “Sweetheart?” Josephine said to the young woman. “Sweetheart, can you hear me?”


    The woman stared blankly at Josephine. Then up at Stan. Her brown eyes were wide and glassy. Stan reckoned some state of shock.


    “Sweetheart?” Josephine tried again. “Sweetheart, are you hurt? Can you tell me what happened?”


    The woman tried getting to her feet again. Stan and Josephine helped her, each taking an arm.


    The woman appeared steadier now. She took in her surroundings. “Where?” she said.


    “You’re in Southern New Jersey. The Pine Barrens,” Stan said. “What on Earth are you doing out here on your own? On foot?”


    “The Pine…?”


    “Barrens,” Stan said. “It’s a heavily forested area that stretches across more than seven counties. How the heck did you make it in this far on foot?”


    The woman asked: “Why are you here?”


    Stan and Josephine exchanged looks. The question seemed irrelevant given the circumstances.


    “We live out here,” Stan said. “We own a small farm. We also own a truck,” Stan said with significance, gesturing to the still idling vehicle.


    “Stan,” Josephine said.


    Stan held up a hand and nodded at his wife’s implication for discretion.


    Josephine turned her attention back to the young woman. “What’s your name?”


    She blinked. “I don’t know.”


    “Are you hurt?” Stan asked.


    The woman gave her body a brief scan. “I don’t know.”


    “What’s the last thing you remember?” Josephine asked.


    “I don’t…” The young woman dropped her head.


    Josephine started rubbing the woman’s back. She looked at Stan for help.


    “Sounds like some kind of shock-induced amnesia,” Stan said. “Someone must have left her on the side of the road.”


    “Better make that call,” Josephine said.


    Stan nodded. “Let’s get her in the truck first. Miss? You feel well enough to have a seat in our truck? We want you to get you comfortable before help can arrive. Jo?”


    Josephine nodded and began guiding the woman towards the passenger side of the truck, whispering soothing words en route.


    Stan noticed the woman’s handbag being left behind. He reached for it and held it out towards his wife. “Jo?”


    Josephine took the bag and continued guiding the woman towards the truck.


    “Wait,” Stan called to them, feeling foolish he hadn’t thought of it sooner. “Look inside.”


    “What?”


    “The bag. Maybe her ID is in there. It might jog something.”


    “Right,” Josephine said with sudden enthusiasm. “Right,” she said again, handing the bag over to the woman, face eager for compensation.


    The woman took the bag, yet paused before opening it. Stan wondered if the young woman might be afraid that the bag would indeed jog her memory, offer up the horrific specifics as to why and how.


    Josephine was apparently on the same page as her husband. “Would you like me to look for you, sweetheart?” she asked.


    The woman shook her head. “No, it’s okay.” She opened the bag and looked. Then she frowned. Then she brought out a gun.


    Josephine immediately stepped back. Stan hurried to his wife’s side.


    The woman turned the pistol over and over in her hand as if it were a puzzle. She looked up at both Stan and Josephine with frightened eyes. “Why do I have a gun?”


    Stan began inching his wife behind him, shielding her from the woman and the gun. He didn’t know what this young lady’s story was, and she certainly appeared as equally confused, if not more so, than he and his wife. But she was still holding a gun. And Stan was sure as hell not going to let his Jo take a bullet, accidental or otherwise.


    “Why don’t you put the gun down, dear?” Stan said. “We don’t want it to accidentally go off. Put the gun down and start looking for some kind of identification. What do you say?”


    The woman nodded, still looking lost. She resumed searching the bag, but did not place the gun on the ground as Stan had asked.


    “Miss?” Stan said.


    The woman ignored Stan. She continued rifling through the bag with one hand while keeping hold of the gun with the other. Occasionally the point of the barrel would wave its way past Stan and Josephine, and Stan would flinch and shield his wife more so. It was not long before Josephine was behind her husband, peeking over his shoulder.


    “Miss?”


    “Got it!” the young woman exclaimed, pulling a wallet from the bag, and then letting the bag drop to the ground. She still held on to the gun.


    “What does it say?” Stan asked.


    The woman brought the wallet closer to the idling truck’s headlights and began flipping through its contents. She paused and squinted at something. “Monica Kemp. It says my name is Monica Kemp.”


    There was a moment of pause—Stan and Josephine anxiously waiting for more from the woman, the woman taking her time studying the ID.


    “Does that name ring a bell?” Stan eventually asked.


    The woman continued to stare at the ID.


    Stan gave a demonstrative clearing of his throat. The young woman finally looked up and acknowledged him. “Does that name ring a bell,” Stan asked again.


    The woman smirked. Then smiled. Then grinned. “Yeah it does,” she said, raising the gun on them.


    Stan’s hands immediately went up in surrender. Josephine, still behind her husband, gripped his shoulders in panic.


    “Stupid car broke down a mile up,” the young woman said. “My own fault in retrospect; I was so busy with work that I got lazy with maintenance on the damn thing. I think it might have been the fan belt.” She shrugged. “It was a piece of shit anyway.”


    Stan, hands still up, pointed to the truck. “Take the truck. Just take it and go.”


    The girl pursed her lips and frowned, making a duh face. “I was going to take it, Stan. You think I was in that ditch for fun? Christ, I must have been lying there for a fucking hour.”


    “Just take it and go.”


    The woman ignored him, started rambling about things that made no sense. “I’ve been isolating myself out here for so long. I’m not whining or anything; it was necessary. But still…so long. It feels like forever since I’ve killed someone.”


    Josephine gasped and gripped Stan tighter. Stan held both arms out to his side, trying to create a wider shield. “Please,” he said. “Please, just take the truck and go.”


    The woman considered the gun in her hand. “So long,” she said.


    “Please,” Stan said. “We tried to help you.”


    “Not my fault you’re stupid.”


    The woman shot Stan in the knee. Stan cried out and fell to the ground. Josephine screamed.


    The woman shot Josephine once. In the head. Between the eyes. Josephine’s body crumbled then started a lifeless twitch.


    Now the woman admired the gun in her hand. “So long, yet still so accurate. I fucking amaze myself. ”


    Stan, despite the agony in his knee, dragged himself towards his dead wife. He lay across her body, knowing she was gone, yet still trying to shield what remained of his Jo. He wept uncontrollably.


    The woman bent and picked up her bag. She withdrew a pack of cigarettes, lit one, then crumpled and threw the empty pack to the side of the road. She approached Stan and his wife.


    Stan eventually looked up at her, his eyes red with tears and unfathomable sorrow. His Jo was gone. “Kill me,” he said. “Kill me…”


    The woman’s shoulders dropped. She sighed. “You’re taking all the fun out of it.”


    Stan continued pleading with his eyes.


    “Fine,” she said. “But only because I’m eager to get back in the game.”


    She shot Stan in the head and chest, his body falling on top of his dead wife’s as though trying for one last embrace. Monica Kemp noticed this, said “Awww…” and then headed back towards the truck.


    Before entering, Monica took a final drag of her cigarette, and flicked it towards the dead couple. It hit and sparked off Stan’s back. “Thanks for the lift, good Samaritans. I’m off to see a big black fella named after a pizza.” As she started to pull away, she added, in a low, almost sensual voice: “He and I got lots of catching up to do.”




    2


    Paoli, Pennsylvania


    Domino Taylor woke to the sound of crying overhead. He immediately rolled off the sofa and headed for the stairs.


    Carrie and Caleb Lambert sat next to one another on the landing, Hello Kitty pajamas for Carrie, Iron Man for Caleb.


    “We think Mommy’s crying,” Carrie said.


    Domino parried the comment. “What are you rascals doing out of bed?”


    They both shrugged, the answer obvious, just no way for an eight-year-old girl and a six-year-old boy to articulate it.


    Domino hit the second to last step and palmed both their heads with his giant hands. “Go on back to bed now.”


    “Are you going to go talk to Mommy?” Carrie asked.


    Domino was already at Amy Lambert’s door. He didn’t answer the children, just put a finger to his lips in a shh-gesture, then waved them away towards their bedrooms.


    Carrie and Caleb went to their rooms. Domino knocked lightly on Amy’s door.


    “Amy?”


    A pause, and then a voice trying not to sound strained. “Yeah?”


    “You okay?”


    “Fine. Come in.”


    Domino opened the door. Amy was sitting upright, her brown eyes swollen from tears, not sleep. She smiled and it looked like a grimace. A remote control was at her side.


    “You don’t have to pretend with me, girl,” Domino said, gesturing towards the remote.


    Amy took the remote then pointed and clicked at the TV near the base of her bed. A muted film of Amy and Patrick at the beach came alive: Patrick lifting a protesting Amy over his shoulder, running and diving into the ocean with her. Amy surfacing, wiping water from her eyes, taking blind swipes at her husband. Patrick laughing, covering up and taking Amy’s shots on the shoulder before grabbing and lifting her overhead for a second plunge.


    It hurt to watch, but Domino forced a smile. “Where was this?”


    “Avalon.”


    “Who’s filming?”


    “The Browns—Jamie and Alexis. You know them.”


    Domino nodded. “How long ago?”


    “2006. The kids were with Patrick’s parents for the weekend.” Amy clicked it off just as her younger self was about to take plunge number three.


    “You don’t have to pretend with me,” Domino said again.


    Amy patted the bed for Domino to have a seat. “I’m fine. What are you doing here? Did you stay the night?”


    Domino nodded.


    Amy cast him a look. “Domino…”


    “Didn’t feel like driving home.”


    “Liar. I should start charging you rent.”


    He smiled. “What do you usually charge for a sofa in the living room?”


    “It’s getting to be so you should be charging me.”


    Domino made a face.


    Amy wiped away an errant tear. “They’re dead. They’re all dead. We don’t need protection anymore.”


    Domino took his hand off her knee and looked away. “Gives me peace of mind.”


    “It’s going to give you a bad back. You can’t be comfortable on that sofa every night.”


    “I’ve slept in worse places. Besides, I like to think Patrick is happy I’m checking in on you.”


    Amy took Domino’s hand and squeezed it. “Except you’re not checking in; you’re practically living here, trying to turn me into freakin’ G.I. Jane. You’ve got me constantly kicking and hitting that mannequin-punch bag thing you bought me, which, I’d like to add, scares the crap out of me every time I go into the basement to get something.”


    Domino chuckled. Amy went on.


    “I used to hate guns. Now I find myself pointing out all these errors on crime shows. I used to like those shows you know.”


    He chuckled again. “I came in here to console you.”


    Amy smiled. No grimace this time. “Maybe consoling you helps console me.”


    Domino’s own smile faded. “I know that I failed. And I know that a man is defined by how he picks himself up after that failure…” He looked at Amy with soulful eyes. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get up from this.”


    “I’m alive, Domino. My children are alive. Patrick would have given his life a thousand times for that.”


    Domino dropped his head and nodded into his chest.


    They sat in silence for a beat. Amy sniffled a few times and wiped away the last of her crying face. “I heard you in the hallway,” she said. “Please tell me the kids weren’t up.”


    “They heard you crying.”


    “Oh, God damn it.”


    “Nothing wrong with crying, girl.”


    “When it wakes your children there is. I need to be strong for them.”


    “You’re human.”


    She sighed. “I’m pretty good during the day. The new house helps. Keeping busy helps. But bedtime…” She took a deep breath to steady herself. “I keep thinking I’m going to roll over and see him. Feel him. I know he’s gone—on a conscious level I know that. But it’s like my subconscious is taunting me, giving me tastes of him when I’m at my most vulnerable.”


    “Routine pattern,” Domino said.


    “Huh?”


    “Ever move something in the kitchen that’s been there forever? How many times do you still reach for it in the old place even though you know it’s not there? Or how about the ‘mannequin-punch bag thing’ I bought you? You know it’s in the basement. You know it’s been there for almost a year now. Yet you say whenever you go down there to get something it always give you a quick scare.”


    Amy nodded, then stopped soon after, her head down. When she looked up she said: “Or maybe he is with me.”


    Domino wanted to punch himself for using such a clinical analogy at a moment like this. Immediately he said, “Yeah, I like that much better.”


    Amy gave a little smile.


    Domino squeezed her hand. “Never stop loving your husband, girl. Keep on crying. Just adjust the volume a little.” He winked.


    She chuckled and nodded.


    “I got an idea,” Domino began. “How about I take you and the kids out for breakfast in the morning? After that, we drop the kids off at Patrick’s folks’, then you and I go visit Patrick. Just the two of us. You can cry as loud as you want.”


    Amy chuckled again.


    “What do you say?”


    She nodded. Domino patted her knee and stood. “Alright then. Get some sleep.”


    Domino was headed for the door when Amy said: “I sometimes wonder who made out worse.”


    Domino turned. “What’s that?”


    “Who got the worst of it? Me or Monica?”


    Both of Domino’s eyebrows went up. “She’s dead and you’re alive. I think most would say she made out worse.” And then Domino quickly reconsidered her question, again cursing his militant nature for jumping to black and white conclusions about all the world’s problems, especially those that gave you endless layers of gray no matter how hard you scrubbed. “You’re talking about living with the fact that you killed someone,” he said.


    “No. No, I’m glad I shot that bitch. I’m glad I avenged my husband. My only regret was that we weren’t able to hang around and watch her bleed.”


    Domino suppressed a smirk. He knew that Amy wasn’t trying to talk tough. Amy was tough. The woman’s heroics were the catalysts that lead to her family’s survival during the first ordeal with the Fannelli brothers at Crescent Lake. Amy had feigned acquiescence during a potential rape in order to snatch a large metal nail file and jam it into one of the brothers’ bare balls. After which, she knocked him cold with a lamp. Badass was the first word that had popped into Domino’s head when Patrick had told him that.


    “So then what is it you’re saying?” he asked.


    “She’s dead. That’s it for her. Me? I have to continue living without Patrick.”


    “Well like you said: you’re kids are still alive. They’re a part of him. And you’ve still got the chance to move onward. You’ll never forget Patrick, and I wouldn’t dare suggest you try, but you do have the opportunity to do right by him. Watch your kids grow. Build a new life.


    “It’s a truth that nobody under dire straits wants to hear, but time does heal. And you’ve got a lifetime in front of you, girl. The only thing that crazy bitch has in front of her is six feet of dirt.”


    Amy exhaled and nodded. She then stopped and gave Domino a sidelong glance. “Try telling the Feds that.”


    Domino groaned. “Yeah—I’d say I’m officially off their Christmas card list.”


    “Think they’re still looking for her?”


    “Surviving member of the infamous Fannelli clan? Wanted for multiple murders nationwide, both civilian and law enforcement officers? Yeah, I’d say she’s still in their top ten.”


    “Wish there was a way we could let them know.”


    “Me too. I keep hoping that one day someone in Italy will do the math and ship their answer stateside. Until then…” He gestured locking his lips and tossing the key.


    Amy nodded. “As long as she’s dead—that’s all I care about.”


    “Me and you both, girl.”




    3


    Monica Kemp drove the dead Stan and Jo’s truck throughout her rural surroundings until scattered signs of commerce began to show. She found a modest 24-hour convenience store and pulled in. She sat in the idling truck and watched the patrons move in and out of the store, ignoring the women and focusing on the men.


    When she found the right one, Monica exited the truck, did a quick primp in the side view mirror, then entered the convenience store. She approached the counter. “Prepaid phone and a pack of Parliament Lights.”


    The clerk, a heavy balding man who looked as if he played video games in his mother’s basement when he wasn’t working, leered at her. “Matches?”


    Monica said no without a thank you, paid and left the counter. She did not leave the store, but instead walked towards a row of snacks where a young man’s drooped and red-rimmed eyes worked their way back and forth over the selection, the ideal remedy for the munchies his prize.


    Monica bumped into the kid and immediately apologized, flashing a smile that made the kid blush.


    Monica left the store, the kid and the clerk no doubt watching her ass on exit. It was for this reason she waited a minute before stealing the kid’s car. The price for exquisite beauty, she mused.


    When the time was right, Monica approached the kid’s Toyota, used the keys she’d lifted off him, and drove off, abandoning the truck in the convenience store’s lot. By the time anyone got clever and linked the stolen Toyota with the truck, Monica would be like the stupid couple who’d picked her up: gone.


    • • •


    Monica cruised through southern New Jersey, the prepaid phone open and ready. She knew she didn’t have oodles of time after stealing the boy’s Toyota; he would eventually report it stolen. Eventually. The risk of asking for police assistance looking as if you’d just smoked from a twelve foot bong would not elude the kid, no matter how baked he was. It was the reason Monica chose him.


    Still, he would eventually report it. So she needed something new. Her training emphasized constant transition until a strong measure of security could be attained. The more random the transitions, the less pieces to put together.


    But no piece-of-shit cars anymore. She’d had her fill over the past year. She was now back in the game. It was finally time for something better.


    Monica punched a number into the prepaid phone—a number she hadn’t used in a long time.


    A male voice on the first ring. “Code in.”


    Monica said, “Neco. 8122765.”


    “Waiting for voice authentication…clear—wait. This asset has been out of contact for over a year. Presumed dead.”


    “Then who are you talking to now, stupid?”


    “ID challenge. Code in: iron.”


    “Response: Doberman.”


    “Waiting for voice authentication…clear. What do you need?”


    “Indefinite transportation and multiple secure lines.”


    “Hold on…alright, we got you. Southern New Jersey?”


    “That’s right.”


    “Sending you pickup specifics via text. Asset ready for new assignment?”


    “No.” Monica balanced the phone between her shoulder and chin, began unwrapping her cigarettes while she drove. “I won’t be back to work for awhile. I’m working on something personal.”


    “Have you cleared that?”


    “What’s to clear? I don’t work, I don’t get paid.” She tweezed out a cigarette with her fingernails and stuck it in her mouth. It bounced unlit as she continued. “I’m going to be needing Intel. It won’t be easy to come by.”


    “Intel is for assets on assignment.”


    Monica lit the cigarette and inhaled deep. “Then I’ll owe you. Next five are on me.”


    “Asset is confirming next five assignments without pay?”


    “For Intel and resources at my disposal until completion of my goal—yes.”


    “Intel request approved. Resource approval will be predicated upon the complexity of each request.”


    Monica rolled her eyes. “Oh come on…”


    “Asset has been off the grid for over a year. For now I suggest the asset be grateful she’s getting secure lines and transportation without bother.”


    Monica swallowed obscenities and drew hard on her cigarette. “Fine. Start now on that Intel then. Domino Taylor—T-a-y-l-o-r. Last known residence—home and business—was New York City. May have recently re-located. Start with eastern Pennsylvania. Crosscheck with Amy Lambert—L-a-m-b-e-r-t. She too may have recently re-located.”


    “Got it. Will send information to one of your secure lines when we have what you need.”


    Monica hung up, mumbled “asshole” and then tossed the prepaid phone onto the seat next to her. It beeped a few seconds later. She snatched it back and checked the text for the location of the drop spot. She knew exactly where it was. Sticking the cigarette into her mouth, Monica balanced the wheel with one wrist while using both hands to snap the phone in half. She then took a final drag of her cigarette and tossed it out the window along with the broken phone.


    “Okay,” she said to herself, settling in to her seat. She thought of her father. Then Domino, the man who killed her father. No easy task. Any man that could kill her father should not be underestimated. In addition to his physical attributes, Domino was also damn clever. He’d found her in Italy. Her own fault in retrospect—writing ciao on the wall in Patrick’s blood before she fled was stupid. At the time, she couldn’t resist.


    Still, the hint to Italy scrawled in blood admittedly her own fault, Monica knew Domino was a seasoned professional, brains and brawn. She could not come at him head on. Her approach needed to be oblique.


    Covering her tracks after regaining consciousness in the hospital in Italy hadn’t been difficult. Doctors and law officials over there had their price. The blonde woman who’d been shot in the café by an unknown assailant had been officially filed away as a Jane Doe, pronounced dead shortly after arrival. She’d become a walking corpse, with the seemingly priceless advantage to come and go as she pleased with immunity.


    Monica knew better.


    Even if Domino and Amy thought her dead in Italy, she suspected Domino would not have embraced this truth so readily. He would check. Keep tabs.


    Monica knew she needed to break all conceivable lines of contact for everything to run smoothly. Moving into the Pine Barrens had allowed her access to some of the most remote areas in the country, assuring her the privacy and solitude needed to complete her masterpiece—a project she’d begun outlining the moment she’d arrived in Florence, days after her father and brother had been killed in that colossal fuck-up in western Pennsylvania.


    And now, one year later, her masterpiece was complete—the foundation being an old building in what was left of an abandoned company town dating back to the revolutionary war. It was one of many ghost towns deep in the heart of the Pine Barrens, and although public discovery or interference in such a locale had a probability of nil, Monica had little trouble finding laborers who worked nights, kept quiet, and above all, placed the almighty dollar above morality when it came to restoring the building to accommodate Monica’s bizarre wants.


    The final result was all she’d hoped for and more. She had even bought off a few men to keep a periodic eye on it for the time she’d be gone, securing the deal by blowing all three, then promising more and then some when she returned.


    Monica was officially ready to begin—and she wanted every conceivable advantage in order to bring her plan to fruition. Though it was not her style, she would enlist help. No one professional. A lackey. Someone with the same impulses as her, but still ripe enough to be manipulated. She now had a decent amount of top-tier resources (pending approval of course, the pricks) as far away as a phone call, but a human element by her side, willing to assist, a possible mole, a possible whatever, would be the final squirt of grease in the cogs, make it all run that much smoother. This would prove especially true if Domino had since enlisted new help.


    Monica smiled, reminiscing about killing Briggs and Allan, Domino’s two best men…


    And then her smile faded as she thought of her father again. How she could still feel him when she’d said a final farewell to his cabin in Alaska before arriving in southern New Jersey over a year ago. Vividly recall when they first sat down in that cabin and discussed how they would free her remaining brother from jail so they could wreak havoc on the Lamberts.


    That was before she knew anything about Domino. Before he was brought in to help the Lamberts.


    Domino. Domino. Domino. Her obsession grew each time her mind spoke the name.


    Monica no longer cared about Amy Lambert and her stupid kids. She’d left them without a husband and a father. Killing them would be doing them a favor. She was more than happy to let them live; let them suffer.


    But Domino? She was going to torture him in the slowest and most excruciating ways possible—and she’d spent the last year preparing quite a few.
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    Domino led everybody to an open booth at the far end of the diner. The restaurant was a regular spot for Amy and the kids—close to home and kid-friendly.


    They took their seats in the booth, Amy and Caleb on one side, Carrie and Domino on the other. Domino sat on the end and kept his leg in the aisle.


    “So what’s good here?” Domino asked. “Who’s getting what?”


    “I always get the blueberry pancakes,” Carrie said. “They’re so good. I’m gonna get the blueberry pancakes. Mom, I’m getting the blueberry pancakes.”


    “Yes, honey, I heard you.”


    Domino chuckled then looked at Caleb. “What about you, little man?”


    “Eggs Benedict.”


    Domino raised an eyebrow. “Yeah?”


    Amy ran a loving hand down Caleb’s short dark hair. “It was his father’s favorite.”


    Domino smiled and said no more.


    “He doesn’t even like it,” Carrie said. “He just eats the ham part.”


    “Carrie.”


    Carrie looked at her mother. “What? He does.”


    “Enough.”


    Carrie, unfazed, announced that she was getting blueberry pancakes again.


    • • •


    The waitress was clearing the plates when Carrie dropped a bomb.


    “Are you gonna marry Mommy?”


    Domino Taylor had lost track of the men he’d killed in combat over the years, the atrocities he’d had box seats for. The man was the metaphorical cat for how many lives he’d cashed in.


    When an eight-year-old girl asked him this simple question, he was useless.


    Amy saved him. “Mommy and Domino are just friends, honey. Just friends.”


    Domino could only nod in agreement, the right words still calculus to him.


    “Then why does he always sleep over?”


    Amy said, “You have sleepovers with your friends, don’t you?”


    Carrie frowned, stumped. “Yeah…”


    “Well isn’t Mommy allowed to have sleepovers too?”


    “I guess…”


    Amy glanced over at Domino, her expression underlining their conversation from the night before.


    Domino returned a quick, uneasy smile.




    5


    Carrie and Caleb had been dropped off at the elder Lamberts’ over an hour ago. Domino and Amy now stood before Patrick’s grave alone.


    Amy had removed the old flowers from last week and replaced them with new ones. She kidded to Domino that Patrick would rather she left a steak and a bottle of scotch instead of flowers. Domino laughed and said if she made a habit out of that, Patrick’s grave would be inundated with vagrants the moment she left.


    Amy laughed back. Then, as was often the case, laughter became the catalyst to let go. Domino held Amy while she cried, tears in his own eyes.


    When their mourning passed, they took a seat at a nearby bench, a good view of Patrick’s tombstone from where they sat.


    Loving husband, father, son, and savior the tombstone read.


    Amy had chosen those precise words herself. She had hesitated on the savior part, worrying that it would be a constant reminder of the horrific ordeal they’d endured. But it had been Domino who’d swayed her, claiming it was a testament to the brave man she’d married—a man who’d given his life in order to save his family. Amy had needed less than a minute to consider Domino’s words; her husband was forever etched a savior shortly after.


    “What’s going on up there today?” Domino asked, pointing to Amy’s head.


    Amy rested her head on Domino’s shoulder. “Same as always I guess. At least the same after I come here.”


    “Can you remember the good stuff yet?”


    “Of course.”


    “I mean more good than bad.”


    Amy paused, thought about it. “The bad doesn’t really get to me here. Seems strange to say in such a place, but I feel more at peace here.”


    “Not strange,” Domino said. “This is a place of rest and peace.”


    Amy nodded against his shoulder. “Yeah.”


    “You meant what you said last night,” Domino said.


    “About what?”


    “Being okay about killing Monica.”


    Amy sat upright and looked at Domino. “Damn right.”


    Domino succumbed to the smirk he’d suppressed the night before. The smirk soon dissolved, and Domino was staring off into something unpleasant.


    “What?” Amy said.


    Domino shook his head. “Nothing, I’m good. It was the least I could do.”


    “What was?”


    “Letting you kill that bitch.” He went quiet again after that, his eyes unblinking and back to the bad place.


    Amy turned against the bench, faced Domino. “This is what I was talking about last night. You heard what Carrie said at breakfast. My family is having an easier time letting go than you are. You can’t feel responsible forever, Domino. Hell, if you want to blame someone, blame me. I was the one who had to get a stupid massage and put everyone in trouble.”


    “But I was the one who let you.”


    Amy gave a small smile. “If you’d said no, I would have eventually worn you down. If Patrick were here, he’d agree.”


    Domino didn’t smile back. “But he’s not here.”


    Amy shook her head as if disappointed. “You know, you talked such a good game last night about moving onward, building a new life, doing right by Patrick. Why not take some of your own advice? Let it go.”


    “How can you say that? How can you possibly expect me to forget?”


    “I didn’t say forget it—I said let it go. There’s a difference.”


    Domino grumbled under his breath.


    “Didn’t you experience anything like this in the Marines? Patrick told me some of the things you’ve done. You’ve lost men before.”


    “That was different.”


    “How?”


    “War is chaos. You can fight chaos, but you can never control it. I was supposed to be in control of your situation.”


    “Well who’s to say my situation wasn’t chaos? If I hadn’t gone for that massage, who’s to say those assholes wouldn’t have found another way? A worse way? A way that might mean you and I wouldn’t be here having this conversation?”


    “And who’s to say if I didn’t let you go for that massage that I wouldn’t have eventually gotten the drop on them first? Killed every last one of those motherfuckers without a single hair being harmed on Patrick’s head?”


    Amy threw up her hands. “Yeah, who’s to say? Answer? No one. Know why? Because it’s over. It’s done. Are you going to let hindsight keep kicking your ass like this? I thought you were supposed to be a big bad motherfucker. Right now you’re acting like a little bitch.”


    Domino threw his head back and barked out a deep laugh. “Goddamn, girl, you are one piece of work.” He started nodding. “Yes…yes I now believe you would have worn me down and gotten your massage one way or the other.”


    Amy laughed with him. A moment of silence followed.


    “It’s time to let go, Domino. I’m not talking about forgetting, I’m talking about letting go, granting yourself forgiveness. Trust me, it’s the only way you won’t go crazy.” She paused a moment, letting it sink in. “Besides, you’re too damn big for my sofa anyway—I’m going to have to buy a new one.”


    Domino gave what came out as a courtesy chuckle, sound only, no affect.


    When no response seemed forthcoming, Amy said, “Why not go back to work? Work helps me during tough times.”


    He shook his head. “I wouldn’t be good to anyone right now.”


    “How about a vacation then? Maybe go visit your family in Tallahassee.”


    Domino absorbed her suggestion quietly, his expression not unlike his visit to the bad place.


    Now it was Amy who pointed to his head. “What’s going on up there?”


    He blinked. “I like the idea of going home…I just don’t know if I’m ready to leave you and the kids just yet.”


    “So what are you going to do? Keep crashing on my sofa? Keep shelling out cash for a room on the nights you don’t? You can keep subletting your place in New York if you want, but Jesus, Domino, you gotta do something. The kids and I will be fine. I highly doubt those whackos have any more family…” She smirked and punched him on the arm. “We nailed ’em all.”


    Domino forced a smile. “Yeah.”
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    Domino ordered his eighth bourbon of the night. Jack Daniels neat. Half a pint of Yeungling Lager was in his right hand, his left anxious for the encore on the bourbon.


    The bartender came over with his drink. “You alright, Dom?”


    Domino had become somewhat of a regular at Vici’s Bar and Grille ever since he’d started devoting the last year of his life to looking out for Amy and the kids. The place was right up the street from Amy’s new place, and it was enough of a dive where Domino could park himself in a corner in nothing but sweats and a tee and take his medicine without bother.


    “I’m good,” he told Sam.


    Sam knocked on the bar, smiled and said, “If you need anything.”


    Domino nodded and took a solid pull on his warm Jack, chasing it down with the frosty Yeungling. He burped and looked around, his vision starting to fuzz.


    He spotted a group of guys in their mid-twenties at the end of the bar. One wore a tee one size too small, highlighting the kid’s massive arms and chest—the physique of a bodybuilder, not a fighter. Muscles had two buddies with him, not as big as Muscles, but compensating with an exceptional aura of douche-baggery—this fact made evident at the expense of some little guy keeping to himself.


    Domino couldn’t hear what was being said from where he sat, but the body language of the three guys said it all: they were tormenting this little guy for having the audacity to sit alone. Tormenting him until the inevitable punch was thrown, either in the bar, or when they followed him outside to his car. Domino had seen similar scenarios play out countless times.


    Tonight it irked him like no other.


    He drained the remainder of his Jack, followed it with the remainder of his beer, then headed down the length of the bar.


    All three douches spotted Domino’s arrival, but acted as if they didn’t.


    Cowards. Big fucking surprise.


    “How’s it going?” Domino asked.


    One of the douches, not Muscles, nodded and said, “Good.”


    Domino said, “Was I talking to you?”


    All three douches exchanged looks.


    Domino looked at the victim. “How’s it going?”


    The victim, nervous, not sure how to reply, muttered that he was fine.


    And then Christmas came early. Muscles spoke.


    “You gotta problem, man?”


    “Y’all like playing games, huh?” Domino said.


    All three douches exchanged looks again.


    “Wanna know what I like?” Domino said. “I like playing games with pussies who like playing games.”


    Muscles said, “Who the fuck you calling a—”


    Domino hit Muscles with a left hook to the jaw.


    Hit Douche Two with a straight right on the point of the chin.


    Snatched Douche Three by the collar and pulled him into a head-butt that destroyed his face.


    It had started and ended in seconds. All three men lay on the floor, asleep.


    Muscles twitched. Douche Two was literally snoring. Douche Three’s face looked concaved, blood erupting from what used to be his nose.


    Shania Twain was the only one talking, going on about feeling like a woman. Nobody else dared speak or move. Everyone avoided eye contact with the incident as though witnesses to a murder. This heightened by the fact that the murderer was still in the room, with seemingly no intention of leaving. When and if he did leave, there would be excited chatter and gawking. When and if.


    Domino patted the victim on the back. The victim flinched.


    Domino headed back to his stool at the other end of the bar. He pointed to his empty glasses. “Refill, Sam?”


    Sam held up his hands as if a gun had been pulled on him. “I think you better go, Dom.”


    “What for? Motherfuckers were playing games.” He pointed to the victim at the other end of the bar. “I was protecting my boy, right? I was protecting you, right?”


    The victim nodded quickly, afraid.


    Domino nodded to himself. “I was protecting him from people who play games.” He swayed, held up his bourbon glass. “Sam?”


    Sam, hands still up, pointed over Domino’s shoulder.


    Domino turned and faced three police officers.




    7


    Domino sat alone in the cell, elbows on his knees, head down, muttering to himself.


    The Tredyffrin Township Police Department knew Domino, knew of his reputation, and treated him with a good deal of respect. They’d agreed to release him to Amy instead of making him sober up until morning. They didn’t cuff him to the cell’s bench or take his shoelaces.


    Domino heard Amy’s voice first. Heard her chatting to one of the officers on-duty, the officer re-telling the night’s events. He then heard Amy’s approach, not hurried steps, or angry steps, but strolling steps, oddly enough. The steps of someone taking their time in the guaranteed chance to say I told ya so.


    She had. She would. And she’d be right. But damn if he’d give anything not to hear a word of it right now. That and another drink. He feared the impending hangover almost as much as he did Amy’s gaze, which was now upon him. Yet, to his delight, she did not wear a smarmy face. Did not look as if she was about to wag her finger at him, tell him what for. Instead she looked sad. And Domino wondered if perhaps he’d prefer the smarmy talking-to. Better to be spanked and done with it than to deal with guilt and disappointment.


    “Hi,” she said.


    Domino stood and swayed. His huge frame seemed to exaggerate his drunkenness. “Hi.”


    “Didn’t think I would ever see you drunk,” she said.


    “I’m as human as the next man,” he said.


    “You’re nothing like the next man.”


    “A guy can’t have a drink?”


    “Of course. Send three guys to the hospital? Not so much.”


    Domino slumped back down onto the bench and dropped his head again. “How bad?” he asked.


    “Apparently one has a broken jaw; another looks like he tried to kiss a wall going eighty.”


    Domino chuckled.


    “Glad you think it’s funny. Their lawyers are probably drooling at the prospects right now.”


    Domino nodded, head still down.


    “So let me guess,” Amy began, “three guys started picking on a little guy, it stirred things up—as if they needed stirring—and you saw red.”


    Domino lifted his head.


    “Whose faces were they wearing when you hit them?” Amy asked. “Arty’s? The father’s? Monica’s? Maybe one for each of them?”


    Domino shrugged his thick shoulders.


    “So what’s the plan then? You gonna be the first black Batman? Chase bad guys by night so you can try and fill the hole you feel about Patrick?”


    Domino chuckled and dropped his head again.


    “Keep laughing, Domino. You’re lucky you didn’t kill those guys.”


    “I’m not—” He lifted his head, stifling a smile. “I’m not laughing.”


    “Now you’re going to insult my intelligence.”


    Domino held up a hand, shook his head, trying to force out some of the drunkenness. “No—I’m sorry.”


    A minute of silence. Domino struggled with eye contact. Amy never broke hers.


    “Don’t tell me you’re sorry,” Amy said. “I know you’re sorry.”


    Domino stood and approached the bars. Amy reached a hand through and Domino took it.


    “And I know you think you’re helping us—the kids and I. But you’re hurting yourself. You’re willingly taking two steps back every time you resign yourself to my couch. I’m not asking you to stop loving us, but I am asking you to consider something: if you continue along this path, you and I both know it will take you to a dark place. A bad place.” She squeezed his hand. “What good would you be to us then?”


    The bad place. He’d already been. Short visits though, fleeting visits. How long until he took residence?


    Domino took Amy’s hand in both of his. “I’m always going to love you and the kids.”


    “And we’re always going to love you.”


    “But I need to let it go,” he asked more than stated.


    “Yes.”


    “I’m never gonna forget.”


    Amy shrugged. “How could you?”


    Domino sighed. “So what now?”


    “I still like my vacation idea. Although your funds may be limited after you deal with the mess you caused tonight.”


    “I got money.”


    “Okay, high roller, how about: it may be irrelevant after the mess you caused tonight. Your butt’ll be stuck in a cell.”


    “I’ll get a slap.”


    “I wish I had your optimism.”


    “Nothing optimistic about the way I been feeling lately.”


    Amy gave a sympathetic smile. “You ready to go?”


    “Take me to my hotel. I don’t want the kids to see me drunk.”


    “They’re with the Lamberts.”


    “Shit. What they must think.”


    Amy squeezed his hand. “I didn’t tell them anything.”


    Domino still shook his head.


    Amy called the officer over.




    8


    Stratton Grove Youth Ranch for Girls

  Drayton, Virginia


    Monica Kemp drove a brand new Lexus along the lengthy gravel driveway that lead into the Stratton Grove Youth Ranch for Girls. Giant, healthy pines lined both sides of the road, stacked tight together, affording minor glimpses beyond. Eager parents no doubt admired the unending rows of pines and felt welcomed by their beauty. Felt that the power of nature could indeed benefit their troubled child.


    Monica saw the pines for what they were: sentries.


    Today, Monica would be Belinda Cole, a journalist doing a report on rural residential facilities that catered to troubled teenage girls. Belinda Cole would have red hair and green eyes, and she would have all the proper credentials the ranch had requested she bring when she’d spoken to them the day before.


    Despite her proper credentials, Monica did not expect deep scrutiny from the ranch. The place was relatively new, still building its reputation. Stephanie Sands, Vice Chairman on the Board of Directors, had seemed eager when Monica spoke to her on the phone. This became even more apparent when Stephanie Sands herself greeted Monica upon arrival.


    Monica exited her Lexus and gave the approaching Vice Chairman a quick scan. She wondered if more money had gone into the ranch or into Stephanie Sands’ plastic surgeon. A custom tailored suit that was likely taking its first trip outside corporate did a fair job at hiding all the right trouble spots.


    “Mrs. Cole?” Stephanie Sands asked, her PR smile incapable of crinkling the drum-tight skin surrounding her blue eyes.


    Monica switched her bag to her left shoulder and shook Stephanie’s hand. “It’s Miss Cole,” Monica said with a smile.


    “Oh, I beg your pardon.”


    Monica waved it off. “No problem. Still waiting for Mr. Right.”


    The generic laugh they shared made Monica’s skin crawl. She thought about shooting the woman and dumping her in the Lexus, moving along to the next youth ranch on her list.


    “You’re a Mrs. though, yes?” Monica said. “Your husband is Jacob Sands? Chairman?”


    “Done your homework I see. Going to make my job much easier.”


    Monica shifted her bag back to her right shoulder. “Well, I’d like to get started right away, if that’s okay, Stephanie.”


    “Absolutely. But I’m going to have to insist you call me Mrs. Sands in front of the students. We are very big on respect here at Stratton Grove, and we always find it best to lead by example.”


    Come back later and carve Stephanie into her forehead.


    “Of course,” Monica said.


    Stephanie Sands smiled and splayed a bejeweled hand towards the facility. “Super. Follow me.”


    • • •


    Stephanie Sands gave Monica a complete tour of the Stratton Grove Youth Ranch for Girls. Monica thought it looked like some kind of summer camp she’d seen on TV. Each building and cabin, despite more modern interiors for some, presented a rustic exterior. Deliberate, Monica thought. Like the pine sentries on the way in. It all depended on whose eyes you were wearing. Optimistic parents saw rustic and rural, i.e., a way to instill structure and discipline into their children in the ideal environment. Kids saw rustic and rural, i.e., we’re out in the middle of fucking nowhere.


    “Did you have a chance to select three of your students?” Monica asked Stephanie as they strolled by one of the administration buildings.


    Stephanie stopped walking. “I have. However, I wanted to discuss that with you a bit more if you don’t mind.”


    Monica raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


    Stephanie nodded earnestly. “I thought it best if perhaps you focused more on some of our success stories. Students who have thrived here at Stratton Grove.”


    Monica said nothing.


    “What I mean is: your asking to see our most troubled students could—and God forgive me for saying this—prove to be disappointing down the road when you return to follow up.”


    Yup—the cunt cares more about this shit hole’s precious reputation than helping kid one.


    “I don’t think I’ll be disappointed, Stephanie.” A child was in earshot. Monica took delight in Stephanie’s discomfort at being addressed by her first name. “Excuse me—Mrs. Sands.”


    Stephanie Sands gave a quick, obligatory smile, irked yet eager to get back to her point. “It’s okay. As I was saying, we have many students here at Stratton Grove who have gone above and beyond—”


    “You’re missing the point, Mrs. Sands. I have no doubt Stratton Grove is an exemplary facility. I have no doubt you have many children who are fine testaments to this fact. But I’m not looking for the after story. I’m looking for the before and after.”


    “The students I mentioned, the ones who’ve thrived—I can provide you with all of their ‘before’ information.”


    Monica looked in her bag, pretending to dig for something. She spoke as she rummaged, as if Stephanie and her beloved Stratton Grove were a dime a dozen, that she was doing the place a favor. And there was truth to this—places like Stratton Grove were a dime a dozen. The irony that tickled Monica was that if and when the officious little bitch did eventually yield to Monica’s request, there would be no favor for the place. Just one big fucking mess.


    “Perhaps I came to the wrong place,” Monica said, still going through her bag. She spotted her cigarettes, and the craving for one only heightened her need to watch the woman squirm.


    “No. No, no—you came to the right place.” Stephanie was flashing her PR smile again, talking fast, like a salesman who doubted closure. “I just thought I’d make things easier for you. That’s all, that’s all.”


    Monica finally left her bag and looked up. She smiled at Stephanie. “I appreciate that. But as I said, I want to chronicle the before and after. Firsthand.”


    “Yes, yes—I see you’re very devoted to your craft.”


    Monica nodded. “Thank you. Can I talk to those three students now?”


    Stephanie sighed and nodded. “Yes. I feel compelled to remind you though, Miss Cole: you did ask for our three most challenging students.”


    “I’m well aware.”


    “I just don’t want you to be shocked by anything they have to say.”


    Monica smiled. “I don’t shock easy.”




    9


    The room was like a police interrogation room. It was the shape of a rectangle, with an observation mirror running the length of one of the two longest walls. An emergency exit outside took up one of the shorter walls. An entrance from the hallway took up the other.


    Monica Kemp, aka Belinda Cole, journalist, sat in the middle of a large table. An empty chair sat directly across from her, waiting for its first “interview.”


    On the table were three files, one for each of the three adolescent women Monica had requested. Stephanie Sands had commented on how thick the files were when she’d handed them to Monica, perhaps one last subtle attempt at changing her mind. All it did was delight Monica that much more.


    The door to Monica’s right opened. An African-American teen in blue sweats was lead inside by a male member of staff. The teen was tall and heavy. She looked as if she’d never smiled in her life.


    “This is Charlotte Wilkins,” the man said.


    Monica waved a hand towards the empty chair. “Hi, Charlotte. Please take a seat.” Monica looked at the male member of staff with a smile that said you can go now. “Thank you,” she said.


    The man frowned. “I was told to stay.”


    Monica was at her sexiest with her natural dark hair and eyes, but she was still traffic-inducing in her red hair and green eyes getup that was Belinda Cole. She shot the man a smile from her arsenal and had him instantly. “We’ll be fine, thank you so much. You can wait outside or—” Monica glanced over her shoulder at the observation mirror “—I’m sure Mrs. Sands wouldn’t mind if you joined her in there.” Monica was certain she heard Stephanie Sands huff through the glass.


    The man nodded, smiled at Monica, and closed the door quietly behind him.


    Charlotte sat in the chair as if she owned it. Monica opened her file. “Huh…been a naughty girl haven’t you?” Monica said.


    Charlotte frowned. “What?”


    Monica pulled out a photo and slid it across the table. “What happened there?”


    Charlotte glanced down at the photo. Glanced back up and looked away. “Bitch got what she deserved.”


    “Yeah?” Monica took the photo back then read the accompanying file. “Says she’s still in a coma.” She pulled another photo from the file and slid it forward, a close-up of the victim’s face. “Can hardly tell if she’s a boy or a girl. Can hardly tell if she’s human. What did she do to deserve that?”


    Charlotte refused to look at the photo of the battered girl. She only shrugged.


    “You don’t remember?”


    “I remember. Bitch got in my face.”


    Monica put her index finger on a spot in the file. “The girl was five-two. A hundred and fifteen pounds. How big are you?”


    Another shrug.


    “I find it hard to believe a little girl like that would get in your face.”


    “So? I don’t care what you believe.”


    “Charlotte, if you could be any animal in the world, what would you be?”


    The teen frowned again. “Huh?”


    “Any animal in the world.”


    “Shark. Like the one in Jaws.”


    “Why a shark like the one in Jaws?”


    “Cuz it fucked everybody up.”


    Monica nodded and mentally scratched Charlotte off her list, though she suspected she’d be doing so the moment she’d met the girl.


    A few more questions later (useless filler, but necessary to complete the act) and Charlotte Wilkins was excused, paving the way for the next student.


    • • •


    Jeanine Marconi was similar to Charlotte Wilkins in size, but unlike Charlotte, Jeanine was Caucasian. From a distance, Jeanine Marconi might be pegged as a boy—her height and bulk owning up to some of that misconception, but the clear culprit lay with her shaved head.


    Monica took a photo from Jeanine’s file and slid it across the table. It was a close-up photo of a teenager’s skull, a softball-sized spot shaved into the scalp so stitching could be performed. The injury was so severe that metal staples were needed to close the wound. It looked as if a six-inch zipper had been sewn into the victim’s skull.


    “What happened there?” Monica asked.


    Jeanine Marconi glanced at the photo then looked away.


    “Jeanine?”


    “She made fun of my hair.”


    Monica said, “I like your hair.”


    “I hate it. They won’t let me have a Mohawk.”


    Monica scanned Jeanine’s file. “Yeah—says you keep trying to grow one, and they keep making you shave it. Why do you want a Mohawk?”


    “Because I’m Native American.”


    “With a name like Marconi?”


    Jeanine leaned back hard in the metal chair. “Fuck you, bitch. You don’t know me.”


    Monica calmly read the girl’s file aloud. “Father is James Marconi; mother Anna Marconi…maiden name Pellino? Come on, kiddo, you probably shit lasagna.”


    Jeanine Marconi stood abruptly, the metal chair tipping over. The door opened and the male staff member and Stephanie Sands rushed inside. The man attended to calming Jeanine, while Stephanie Sands asked to speak with Monica in the hallway.


    “Miss Cole,” Stephanie Sands began, “I’m beginning to find your questions a bit unorthodox.”


    “You’re not a journalist.”


    “No, no I’m not. But profanity? It seemed as if you were deliberately trying to enrage Jeanine.”


    “I was.”


    Stephanie gave an incredulous snort. “May I ask why?”


    “Anger clouds judgment. They have the home-field advantage here; they’re comfortable and confident. I’d like to remove that advantage.”


    “Why on Earth would you want to do that?”


    “I’m not interested in the bravado of these girls, Mrs. Sands—who they pretend to be.”


    “You talk more like a therapist than a journalist.”


    “I watch Criminal Minds.”


    Stephanie frowned.


    Monica smiled. “That was a joke, Mrs. Sands. I have extensive training in behavioral health.”


    Stephanie Sands took a deep breath. “My goodness, Miss Cole. This really is so unorthodox. You could have been hurt just now.”


    “I don’t think so.”


    “Well I think that’s all you’re going to get out of Jeanine today.”


    “That’s fine,” Monica said. “I’m much more interested in meeting the last of the three you selected. Her file looked intriguing.”


    Stephanie Sands said, “Kelly Blaine,” and then held her breath.




    10


    Stephanie Sands did not brief Monica about Kelly Blaine. The male member of staff Monica had met earlier was given that honor. Stephanie Sands claimed she had a prior engagement, would not be able to observe the final interview, but would meet up with Monica when it was over and escort her to her car. Monica thought Stephanie Sands’ fear reeked more than her gaudy perfume.


    The male member of staff took the chair across from Monica. Kelly Blaine had yet to be introduced.


    “I’m Kevin Lane by the way,” the man said, extending his hand. Monica shook it.


    “Belinda Cole.”


    “Pleasure to meet you.”


    “Likewise.”


    Kevin Lane had a rugged handsomeness about him. Tall and fit. A faint goatee. He wore jeans and a white golf shirt with the school’s emblem over the heart. His muscular arms bulged in the short sleeves.


    In another life, Monica might have found him attractive. She was capable of seeing that, capable of recognizing beauty in men. A penis, however, was never enough for her. It proved a decent enough conduit, but when things got going, and her urges got the best of her, the end result was usually the same: an exquisite orgasm for Monica, death for the poor guy beneath her. Often, she would let them stay inside her after they expired, their death erection—a common occurrence in men who’d just met their maker, she’d found—sometimes lasting long enough for Monica to get herself off a second time. Sometimes, those second rides were even better.


    “So,” Kevin Lane began, “it looks like I’ve got the honors.”


    “Looks like it. Please don’t tell me you’re going to attempt to talk me out of interviewing this little girl.”


    “I’m not, no. But there are some things you should know about this ‘little girl.’”


    Monica held up Kelly Blaine’s file. “Anything I can’t find in here?”


    “Yes and no. You’ll find pictures in there, victims. You’ll find disciplinary reports.”


    “But?”


    “You won’t find anything concrete.”


    Monica said, “I’m not following.”


    “The things she’s done—we’ve never found any definitive proof against her, only circumstantial.”


    “And yet you seem certain she’s accountable for—” Monica held up the file again.


    “Some of the staff don’t. They’re the type who see the good in every child. The type who have an astrology chart instead of a calendar. Energy and chakras and cosmic moon beams and shit. Why they’re allowed to work here I’ll never know.”


    “Are you saying you don’t see the good in every child?”


    “I see the potential in every child.”


    “And Kelly Blaine’s potential?”


    “Consider an addict. In order for an addict to quit, they have to want to quit. Deep down, I believe all these kids, despite their tough exterior, want a better life, want to grow to be a success. Want to quit.”


    “And?”


    He shrugged. “Kelly Blaine will never quit. She likes being an addict too much.”


    “You were saying about circumstantial evidence only.”


    “Kelly arrived here five years ago. She was eleven. She’s a tiny thing now, but when she first arrived she was like a minnow. Do I need to do this place was the tank with sharks analogy?”


    Monica smiled. “You just did.”


    Kevin smiled back. “So in comes this little girl from the suburbs. I can remember approaching her parents, trying in the most subtle way possible to ask: What the hell are you thinking?”


    “What were the parents like?”


    “Wealthy suburbanites. Nice enough people.”


    “And what did they tell you?”


    The corner of Kevin’s mouth tightened in contempt for it all. “They told me what would prove to be the label Kelly would wear to this day. Bad luck follows her around.”


    Monica started leafing through Kelly Blaine’s file. “Dead cat…dead dog…fires…”


    “All of the wonderful hallmarks of a psychopath.”


    “Assuming she’s responsible. Suburban parents like to throw money at the problem, let someone else deal with their kid. Teachers and nannies are often the real parents. Is it possible that the Blaines jumped the gun here?”


    “It’s possible.” Kevin took the file from Monica, flipped through a few pages, found what he wanted, and handed it all back to her, important page on top, photos accompanying it. Monica looked down at the file.


    “Uh oh…”


    “Yeah,” he said.


    “She’s partial to fires.”


    “Police found a charred packet of cigarettes among the remains. They eventually surmised that the boy had gone up into his tree house to try smoking.”


    “Could they account for Kelly’s whereabouts?”


    “She was at a friends’. Her friend said they were together the whole time. She specifically remembered watching TV with Kelly at three p.m. Time of death for Kyle Blaine was figured between three and four.”


    “But the parents suspected her. The cat, the dog, the previous fires. I’m guessing the death of their son forced their hand, so to speak.”


    Kevin nodded.


    “Did she ever cop to it?”


    Kevin shook his head. “Never copped to anything. Ever. And God damn if she doesn’t always have an alibi. I see it though. Say what you want about me, but I see it. That little glimmer in her eye. The faintest of smirks. I God damn see it.”


    Monica bit back her own smirk, was pleased she was wearing green contacts to shield her own glimmer. All the same, she dropped her head into the file again, ran a hand through her fake red hair.


    “She’s been busy since she got here,” she said.


    Kevin nodded. “Like I said, when she first arrived, you might as well have stamped victim on her back. And she had it rough for the first few weeks—a black eye here, a bloody nose there.”


    “What happened after that?”


    “It all stopped.”


    “Just like that? No incidents?”


    “Not at first. I suspected she was dealing. Her parents have money, and I’d figured she’d somehow found a way to get drugs into the ranch. Buying her safety if you will.”


    “No?”


    “Nope. We started random drug tests. Found traces of pot in some kids, but it was negligible.”


    “So then why did it all stop?”


    Kevin pointed to a place on the file. Monica read: “Jenny Holt, 17, was found…impaled?”


    “She was one of our more troublesome kids. Was always trying to make a run for it. She gave Kelly hell when Kelly first arrived. Actually stabbed Kelly in the back with a pointed stick during group.”


    “So you figured an eye for an eye?”


    “Maybe. Jenny was found in a hole, far off school grounds. The hole was at least four feet deep and wide. We counted six makeshift spears sticking out of the ground at the bottom of the hole. Jenny impaled herself on three of them.”


    “A hunter’s trap?”


    “That would be the most likely assumption.”


    “Sounds very likely. I can’t see an eleven year old child digging a four-by-four hole, making spears, and then fastening them into the earth in the hopes that another girl may drop in one day.”


    Kevin frowned a little after the pun. Monica’s beauty did not guarantee immunity to what most considered poor taste.


    “Sorry, bad choice of words.”


    Kevin nodded, smiled, and continued. “I couldn’t see it either—an eleven year old digging the hole, setting the trap—but it was a hell of a freaky coincidence. And when word got back to the kids—it always does—people started to suspect.”


    “But it didn’t stop after that,” Monica said. “You said the bullying stopped after Jenny Holt…” She slid the file back to Kevin, and tapped her find with her index finger. “But it didn’t.”


    Kevin glanced down at Monica’s finger for only a second, as if her find upset him. “It stopped for a while. All of the students who were attending Stratton Grove at the time steered clear of Kelly.” Kevin paused, shook his head. “You know, it’s funny—as much as it pains me to say, most of these kids perform several grades below what’s expected of them. And it’s not out of laziness or defiance. They just don’t have the tools; they were never taught them. They’ve been playing catch up their whole lives. But when it comes to intuition? Avoiding danger? They’ve all got PHD’s. Even after that one incident with Jenny Holt, they knew something was off.”


    “Street smarts,” Monica said.


    Kevin nodded. “Even the notorious students steered clear of Kelly.”


    Monica said, “But when a new student arrived…”


    Kevin gave a helpless shrug. “They saw little Kelly as the minnow.”


    Monica tapped the spot in the file again. “The quadriplegic.”


    He sighed. “Well, obviously she wasn’t at the time. Beth Irving. Seventeen. Big girl. Classic bully. Pushed Kelly down a flight of stairs one day. Kelly dislocated her shoulder. Wanna guess what happened a week later?”


    “Beth took a tumble down some stairs.”


    “Not just any stairs. The ones in Maintenance. Sixteen concrete steps in all. Kelly had been pushed down the steps leading out of the cafeteria, six little wooden ones with grass at the bottom to break her fall. Falling down the steps in the maintenance building? Cold hard concrete waiting for you at the bottom? How the kid lived is beyond me.”


    And probably delighted Kelly to no end, Monica thought. Death is too easy a way out for some people.


    Kevin continued.


    “Anyway, same as before—Kelly had an air-tight alibi, and even Beth Irving herself claims she tripped and fell. Snuck into maintenance to smoke and lost her balance.”


    “Thin,” Monica said.


    “Very.”


    “And so after that?” Monica asked.


    “She became the boogeyman. Nobody went near her. And like I said, bad luck was her shadow. Even the littlest things. One of the lunch ladies accused Kelly of cutting in line, made her go back to the end. The next day the lunch lady gets food poisoning, had to be rushed to the ER. Of course Kelly had her alibi. And here’s the thing: even if someone knew Kelly was guilty, I mean had actual proof, I know they wouldn’t say a damn word. I even suspect Beth Irving knows what really happened, but is too afraid to say anything, even hundreds of miles away from here.”


    Monica shrugged. “Street smarts are all about self-preservation.”


    Kevin gave a reluctant nod. “Yeah.”


    Monica closed the file, folded her hands on top of it, smiled. “Can I talk to Kelly now?”




    11


    Monica was not shocked at how small Kelly Blaine was when Kevin led her into the room. She’d been told already. What Monica was shocked about, was how attractive the sixteen-year-old girl was. There she stood, her drab attire—shorts and a tee—hanging off her little frame, no makeup, her long dark hair hanging around her face (a mask Monica assumed the kid wore for all new hellos), and yet despite the unflattering particulars, it was obvious to Monica that Kelly Blaine was beautiful. An exquisite weapon in the girl’s arsenal that Monica would undoubtedly exploit.


    “Hi, Kelly,” Monica said, extending her hand. “I’m Belinda Cole. I’m a journalist. Did Mr. Lane tell you what I was doing here?”


    Kelly shook Monica’s hand and nodded.


    Monica smiled and gestured to the table. “Great. Have a seat.”


    Kelly took the chair. She appeared comfortable—in the room, and in her own skin. The antithesis of the two girls before her.


    Monica faced Kevin. “Thank you, Mr. Lane.”


    Kevin chuckled. “I’m not going anywhere.”


    “Well you can at least give us the room, can’t you?”


    Kevin looked at Kelly, then back at Monica. “Okay.” He motioned to the observation mirror, then, to Kelly as much to Monica: “I’ll be right in there.”


    “Thank you so much.”


    Kevin Lane left the room.


    Monica took the remaining chair across from Kelly. She did not intend to take long with Kelly Blaine; she had a good idea of who the kid was. She just wanted the girl to demonstrate a few things in order to sew it all up tight.


    Monica tapped Kelly’s file. “Says you’ve done a lot of bad things in here, Kelly.”


    Kelly made eye contact with Monica. The teenager’s eyes were big and brown, doe-like. “I know.”


    “Do you deny them?”


    Kelly nodded. “I would never hurt anyone.”


    “What about the girls that bullied you?”


    Kelly said nothing, but never broke eye contact with Monica.


    “They were hurt, Kelly. One was killed.”


    Still the doe-eyes, still the harmless demeanor. “I know.”


    “Weird coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”


    Kelly nodded.


    Monica took out the photos of the burnt tree house, slid the most visually destructive of the bunch towards Kelly. “What happened here? Your brother?”


    Kelly glanced down at the photo. Monica slid the photo slightly to the right. Kelly’s eyes tracked it. Monica smirked inside.


    “My brother was smoking,” Kelly eventually said, lifting her head, “and he had an accident. Smoking’s bad. It can kill you.”


    Monica almost burst out laughing. The cheeky little bitch.


    “Do you miss your brother?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you miss your parents?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why do you think your parents sent you here?”


    “They think I’m bad.”


    “Are you?”


    Kelly Blaine’s doe-eyes dipped, she donned a face that Monica knew she’d donned countless times before. “No.”


    “If you could be any animal in the world, what would you be?”


    “What?”


    “If you could be any animal in the world—”


    “A chameleon.”


    Monica smiled and closed Kelly Blaine’s file. “I think that’s all for now.”




    12


    Stephanie Sands, as per her word, escorted Monica to her car.


    “A shorter visit than I would have thought,” Stephanie said.


    “Preliminary stuff,” Monica said. “Trying to get to know the girls, establish trust, build a foundation…”


    “I see. And you’re still keen on using the three girls? You won’t change your mind? Consider my other offer?”


    They arrived at Monica’s Lexus. Monica said, “Actually, I am considering your other offer.”


    Stephanie’s face brightened. “Oh?”


    “Yes. But I wonder if we could—” Monica looked out towards the long driveway leading into Stratton Grove, towards the pine sentries keeping watch on either side. “Maybe take a walk? There’s a few particulars I’d like to discuss first.”


    “Absolutely, Miss Cole.” She extended a hand towards the entrance. “Lets.”


    They walked side by side. Monica expressed Stephanie’s earlier concerns—claimed that the three students they’d chosen were not necessarily without hope of redemption, but could not achieve such newsworthy progress in the little time she had to complete her story.


    With each lie Monica spoke, Stephanie appeared more and more delighted. They were a safe fifty yards from the entrance now. Alone. Only the pine sentries watching, their towering, dense cover from the outside world soon to embody irony as Monica stopped, faced Stephanie, and started to put on a pair of leather gloves.


    “This is far enough, I think,” Monica said.


    The conversation had not reached any sort of conclusion. Stephanie made a quizzical face. “Far enough?”


    Monica struck like a cobra, her fist hitting the jugular vein on the side of Stephanie’s neck. The woman dropped hard onto the gravel driveway. The strike was not intended to kill, merely produce a quick knockout.


    When Monica squatted, propped a limp Stephanie Sands into a seated position, wrapped her forearm around the woman’s throat and began to squeeze, she intended to kill.


    • • •


    Monica had just returned to her Lexus when she saw Kevin Lane approaching. She was not sure if Kevin had seen her and Stephanie start their walk up the driveway. She was fairly sure he hadn’t. She was fairly sure nobody had, otherwise she would have never risked the walk. Monica played her hand anyway, figured if her bluff failed, she could dispatch Kevin quickly enough without worry; she could see no students or faculty close by.


    “Saying goodbye?” Monica said, smiling at Kevin, her hand going in her purse as though rummaging for car keys, securing her six-inch stiletto instead.


    Kevin smiled. “How did it go?”


    Monica’s fingers left the stiletto, plucked out her car keys instead. “Well she tried once more at changing my mind.”


    Kevin frowned. “Change your mind? Mrs. Sands seemed eager to me about the whole idea.”


    Monica put her keys in the driver-side door and opened it, a gesture to Kevin that she did not wish for a lengthy back and forth; there was a body fifty yards up the drive that wouldn’t stay hidden forever, thank you very much. “No, not about the story itself—about how I planned to write the story.”


    “You mean writing about success stories as opposed to chronicling the progress on some of our more troubled students.”


    “Exactly.”


    “And you said?”


    “I said no dice.”


    “Well I say good for you. I look forward to reading the finished project. If there’s anything else I can do…”


    “Actually, there is something you can do for me, Kevin, if you don’t mind.”


    “Shoot.”


    “My interview with Kelly Blaine was cut short. I had a few more questions I never got to ask.”


    “You want me to go grab her again?”


    “No, right now I’ve got to run, but I can be back at four if that’s okay.”


    Kevin said, “That should work. Classes will be finished by then. All students have required chores after, but I’m sure Kelly wouldn’t mind being excused from them.” He smiled after saying this, though his contempt for Kelly Blaine made it appear strained.


    “Will I need Mrs. Sands’ approval for returning later today? She appeared very uncomfortable when it came to Kelly. I’m worried she’ll disapprove.”


    Kevin chuckled. “What tipped you off? The fact that she couldn’t get out of there fast enough when it was Kelly’s turn to be interviewed?”


    Monica smiled. “Something like that.”


    “Well then I suppose she doesn’t have to know.”


    Monica fought a grin. Too fucking easy. She placed a finger to her lips, winked and said, “It’ll be our little secret.”


    Kevin blushed, pretended to lock his lips with his thumb and index finger.


    Monica winked again. “See you at four.”


    • • •


    Monica rolled her Lexus to a stop fifty yards up the drive, got out, and popped the trunk. She looked east and west. Alone.


    She approached the spot she’d marked below one of the towering pines. Beneath a pile of dead pine needles was Stephanie Sands’ corpse. Monica brushed the brown needles off the body and withdrew a digital camera from her purse. She fired off ten good photos, put the camera away, and began hoisting Stephanie’s body up from below both armpits. She dragged the body to the open trunk, struggled but eventually rolled the corpse inside, then slammed it shut. She looked east and west again. Nothing. Monica smiled, slid into her Lexus, and lit the cigarette she’d been craving all day. Things were good.




    13


    Monica pulled her Lexus into the lot of Stratton Grove Youth Ranch for Girls five minutes before four. Kevin Lane was in the lot, waiting for her.


    Monica smiled as she exited the car. “Hey there. We all set?”


    “We’re all set, Miss Cole.”


    Monica waved a hand at him. “Stop—please call me Belinda.”


    “Ah, but Mrs. Sands wouldn’t approve if she heard me calling you by your first name around the students.”


    Monica smirked. “Ah, but I was reliably told—in secret—that Mrs. Sands would have no knowledge of my being here for the follow-up interview with Kelly.”


    Kevin laughed, then motioned to Stephanie Sands’ Mercedes in the lot. “Well then we better hurry, lest she spot us.”


    Fat fucking chance.


    “Where’s Kelly?” Monica asked.


    “In her cabin. I told her you were coming back.”


    “Will her roommates be there?”


    “Doesn’t have any. No one will bunk with her.”


    “She has her own private cabin?”


    Kevin gave a reluctant nod. “Ridiculous if you ask me. At first we told students that declining cabin assignments was not an option. This only prompted more runaway attempts. Found some girls sleeping in the woods.”


    Monica gestured towards the wooded distance. “They chose to sleep out there instead? Lucky they didn’t wake up in something’s belly.”


    Another reluctant nod from Kevin. “Faculty had a meeting, we voted, and the majority was in favor of Kelly getting her own cabin. Ridiculous. Kid’s a little psycho, and she’s rewarded with her own pad.” Kevin immediately dropped his head and shook it. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. Please don’t quote me.”


    Monica smirked. “Can’t quote you on something that never took place.”


    Kevin exhaled with a smile. “Thank you.”


    “Can we go to Kelly’s cabin now?”


    “Of course.”


    • • •


    Kevin Lane led Monica to cabin number six. Whether its location was intentional or not, the cabin was situated furthest from the remaining eleven cabins.


    As they knocked and entered, the smell of old wood and stale cigarette smoke was strong. Monica spotted a desk, a dresser, and a bed. The walls were bare. She’d have wagered the other girls papered their walls with posters or pictures. Kelly Blaine’s walls held nothing but a mirror. No attachments to personal or materialistic possessions. Just her. Monica was not surprised.


    “Smells like cigarettes in here, Kelly,” Kevin said.


    Kelly lay in her bed, reading. She did not acknowledge Kevin’s accusation.


    “Kelly?” Kevin said. “You in there?”


    Kelly lowered her book. She looked at Kevin but said nothing.


    “Is smoking allowed at Stratton Grove?” Kevin asked.


    Kelly shook her head.


    “Then why does your room smell like smoke?”


    Kelly shrugged.


    Kevin walked to the only window in the room. “So if I look out this window I won’t see a couple of butts on the ground?”


    “It would be pretty stupid of me to toss them out my own window for everyone to see. Hypothetically speaking.”


    “Hypothetically speaking, I could make sure you’re on bathroom duty for a month if I say I saw you smoking…hypothetically speaking.”


    “You could do that,” Kelly said. “If that’s the way you want to win. Lacking in moral fiber though if you ask me.”


    Kevin glanced back at Monica. “She likes to read. Every now and then she’ll get an idiom or a metaphor right. You should feel privileged today, Miss Cole.”


    Kelly rolled her eyes and went back to her book.


    Monica touched Kevin on his arm. “Mr. Lane, would you mind leaving Kelly and I alone for a few minutes?”


    Kevin frowned. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”


    Monica inched closer, leaned into his ear and whispered: “It’s obvious you two don’t get along very well. I think I’ll be able to make more progress if she and I are alone. Might get her to open up a little more.”


    Kevin looked over Monica’s shoulder. Kelly’s head was still in her book. “I’m worried for your safety,” Kevin whispered back.


    “I’ll be fine, Kevin. Besides, you’ll be right outside if I need you, yes?”


    Calling him by his first name, her lips inches from his ear, pandering to his male ego by labeling him her potential savior should things go wrong—all quality material.


    Kevin looked over Monica’s shoulder again. “I’m going to be right outside,” he called to Kelly.


    Kelly ignored him.


    Kevin repeated himself to Monica: “I’ll be right outside. Call me when you’re ready.”


    Monica licked his face with a smile. “Thank you.”


    Kevin left the cabin.


    Monica approached the bed. Kelly looked up at her with a cautious eye. Monica went into her purse and withdrew her cigarettes. She offered one to Kelly.


    “Are you trying to bait me?” Kelly asked.


    Monica took a cigarette of her own, lit it, and inhaled deep. She extended the pack to Kelly again. Kelly took one. Monica lit it for her, then reached into her bag and withdrew her digital camera. “I have something to show you, Kelly. I think you might like it.”




    14


    Monica exited Kelly Blaine’s cabin. Kevin Lane immediately approached.


    “Everything go alright?”


    Monica pretended to be rattled. “Yeah,” she said softly.


    “Miss Col—Belinda? Everything okay?”


    Monica nodded too fast, donned an uneasy smile. “Yeah, I was just…no it’s fine.” She started to head towards the lot. Kevin followed.


    “Did something happen?”


    “I’m not sure,” Monica said, still walking, still playing dumb.


    “Something did happen,” Kevin said, matching her stride.


    Monica shook her head. “No, not really.”


    They arrived at Monica’s Lexus and faced one another.


    “Did she threaten you? Admit to anything? You can tell me, it’s okay.”


    Monica sighed, gave Kevin an earnest look. “I’ll be honest, when you first told me about Kelly—your personal suspicions about her—I thought you were being dramatic. Maybe for the benefit of the article, I don’t know.”


    “And now?”


    Monica didn’t answer, just continued planting her seeds. “When I first interviewed Kelly today, a couple of things stood out to me. I didn’t know what to think of them at first, I’m a journalist after all, not a psychologist.”


    “Mrs. Sands said you had training in behavioral health.”


    “She must have misunderstood. I have an interest in it, but I leave the professional stuff to people like you.”


    Kevin offered a modest smile. “I’m not a professional. Maybe a little too perceptive for my own good is all.”


    Monica feigned surprise. “You convinced me.”


    Another smile, confidence instead of modesty now.


    And so I place you on a pedestal of sand and wait for the storm to come.


    “So what stood out during Kelly’s interview earlier today?” Kevin asked.


    “You know the two girls I interviewed before her? Charlotte and Jeanine?”


    Kevin nodded.


    “They both seemed so intent on letting me know how tough they were, how dangerous they were. Kelly was the opposite. She seemed intent on convincing me how good she was. How misunderstood.


    “When I showed photos of their victims to Charlotte and Jeanine, they looked away, almost like they couldn’t stomach what they’d done. When I showed Kelly the photo of the remains of the tree house where her brother burnt to death, she couldn’t keep her eyes off it. I even slid it across the table and her eyes followed.”


    Kevin nodded. “I spotted that.”


    Sure you did.


    “I’m sure you did. And when I asked Charlotte and Kelly about what kind of animal they’d be? Charlotte said the killer shark from Jaws. Kelly said a chameleon.” She almost stopped there, wanting to see if Mr. Know-It-All could figure out this little nugget without being spoon-fed.


    Kevin said nothing. He just kept nodding, his brow furrowed, eyes squinting, as if he’d reached the same revelation as she, yet courtesy was holding his tongue, insisting the honor to voice it was hers.


    He’s a decent bullshitter. Probably picked it up from the kids around him. Delicious irony at its best.


    She spared him. “The shark is a supreme predator. Something to be feared. Charlotte wants people to fear her. A chameleon is fragile. Hardly something to fear. Yet what allows it to thrive? What’s its strength?”


    Kevin had no problem blurting: “Camouflage.”


    “Exactly. Camouflage means never getting caught. Kelly isn’t concerned with people fearing her. Kelly doesn’t want to get caught.”


    “People already do fear her.”


    “I suspect she knows that.”


    “Why those animal questions? They seemed random.”


    Monica smiled. “I just ask the questions my boss gives me.” And then, to shut him up: “I imagine the nature of the question was an oblique way of getting them to open up by presenting an identifiable and harmless query, its arbitrary placing in the interview perhaps deliberate in emphasizing a chat as opposed to a grilling.”


    It had the desired effect. Kevin nodded and silently swallowed the giant helping of bullshit Monica had fed him. She wasn’t even completely sure she’d understood what she’d said herself. It had a nice bow on it though. Sometimes that’s all it took.


    “Something else I’d like to ask you,” Monica said.


    Kevin, who looked as if he was still digesting Monica’s ladle of shit, snapped out of his daze and said, “What’s that?”


    “What’s going on with Kelly and Mrs. Sands?”


    Kevin shrugged. “I would have thought that was obvious by now.”


    “No, no—I understand that Kelly is, how to say, not one of Ms. Sands’ favorite students, but the feeling seems to be very mutual. More so even. I sensed genuine hatred from Kelly.”


    Kevin stuck out his lower lip, uncertain. “Kelly doesn’t really hate anyone. And if she does, she never shows it. Can’t see any reason why she’d hate Mrs. Sands. The woman avoids her whenever possible. You saw her when you first interviewed Kelly. That ‘prior engagement’ of hers? Probably hiding out in her office until the coast was clear.”


    “Which makes Kelly’s comments all the more curious,” Monica said. “She claims Mrs. Sands frequents her cabin often, constantly threatening her with punishment. Claims that only this morning Mrs. Sands entered her cabin and told her about my visit, about the story. Threatened her with bathroom duty for the remainder of the year if she misbehaved. I’ll assume from your previous threat, and from Mrs. Sands’, that bathroom duty is not one of the more popular chores at Stratton Grove?”


    Kevin nodded slowly, managed to mumble, “Kids hate it…” but he was lost in thought, his eyes off Monica, his thumbnail in his mouth, being gnawed as he processed Monica’s relay.


    “Kevin?”


    He pulled his thumb from his mouth and looked at her. “Sorry. It’s just—she’s lying to you. Mrs. Sands is afraid of Kelly. I can’t see her routinely entering her cabin, threatening her with punishment. Maybe today…maybe. But even that seems unlikely. She didn’t even want to be on the other side of the glass when you were interviewing Kelly, yet she’s always going into her cabin? Alone?”


    “I’m only telling you what Kelly told me. I can’t see any reason for her to lie, can you? What’s to gain from such lies?”


    “Perhaps she’s angling for a means of leaving. Constant complaints of harassment? The perpetrator Mrs. Stephanie Sands herself? You and your story would be the perfect voice.”


    “So you believe Kelly Blaine was lying to me.”


    “Yeah, I do.”


    “Mrs. Sands did not enter Kelly’s cabin this morning and threaten her with bathroom duty.”


    Kevin shook his head. “I doubt it.”


    “And Mrs. Sands has not been secretly harassing Kelly Blaine since her arrival here at Stratton Grove.”


    “I highly doubt it.”


    Monica withdrew her notebook. Opened it to a blank page, but shielded it from Kevin. She pretended to look dejected as she gestured to the blank page. “So all of this? A waste of time?”


    Kevin looked concerned. “Well, no…”


    Monica continued. “Should I even report it? Should we fear for Mrs. Sands’ safety?”


    “Even Kelly Blaine isn’t brazen enough to try and harm Mrs. Sands.”


    Monica dropped her head and sighed.


    “Hey,” Kevin said.


    Monica looked up. He was giving her a flirtatious smile. “It’s no big deal. None of this happened anyway, remember?” He winked.


    She smiled back, then tore the blank page from the notebook and crumpled it into a ball. “I guess not. Just thought I might have something juicy.” She licked her lips after “juicy.”


    “Any chance you’d let me ease your pain with a drink sometime?” he asked.


    Monica let the disappointment on her face creep into a smile. “That could be nice.”


    Kevin Lane looked almost giddy. “How does this weekend sound?”


    The pedestal I built for you is high and mighty now, isn’t it? Yet your view is far too lofty to see that the foundation is still sand. And the storm is coming…


    “Sounds great. Let me give you my number.”




    15


    Monica had rented a cottage for the few days she expected to be in Virginia. The cottage was not far from Stratton Grove, and, like the youth ranch, was tucked away in its rural cover.


    She had much to do tonight, chief of those things being to help Kelly Blaine escape from Stratton Grove. The other tasks that lay ahead were significant, perhaps some would even present themselves as trickier when the moment came, but leaving Virginia with Kelly Blaine superseded all. The rest just tied it all together with an iron knot. And it would be fun.


    During their real conversation, Kelly had told Monica that security at the ranch was a joke. Three “rent-a-cops” she’d said. Civilians in uniform, armed with nothing more than flashlights, mace, and a baton. They never deviated from their routines, their patrolling of the grounds ritual and only with the occasional cautious eye. They were more eager to finish their rounds, put their feet up and take smoke breaks that often stretched more than an hour.


    Monica was not surprised Kelly had memorized the guards’ routine. Had in fact, counted on it; it’s what she would have done if she had the misfortune to be stuck in such a place. If you can’t leave, better to have the run of the place, learn its secrets. Kelly had won Monica over with an almost identical sentiment when the subject of running away was broached. “And go where?” Kelly had said. “These other girls who run are idiots. What the hell do they think they’re going to do when they get there? Better to be big fish in a shit pond than lost at sea without a compass.”


    Lost at sea without a compass. That’s when Monica knew she’d get her. If the photos of Stephanie Sands’ corpse weren’t the deal-sealers, then Monica offering to be her compass sure as hell was.


    Apparently, the rest of staff would not be an issue either; Kelly had claimed the last of them—kitchen workers, janitors, maintenance—left around nine. Stephanie Sands’ Mercedes, however, was still an issue. The car was still in Stratton Grove’s lot, and would be unless Stephanie Sands came back to life, snuck out of the cellar of the rented cottage, and claimed it.


    Kevin Lane had said Stephanie Sands did not visit the campus often. Her gaudy appearance suggested the same. Still, would it be so odd if she stuck around for once? Would any of the staff really care if her Mercedes was still in the lot when they left for the day? The guards when doing their rounds? Nah—none of their business what the boss-lady was up to.


    Come morning? Yeah—it would probably arouse some suspicion. Prompt some digging. But by then everything would be complete. It wouldn’t matter.


    Monica flopped on the bed and lit a cigarette. The sun was still up, and would be for at least another couple of hours. She had time.


    She thought about Domino and what she had waiting for him in the Pine Barrens. She was a woman with trained patience, but fuck her it couldn’t come fast enough.




    16


    Monica’s Lexus rolled down the long driveway leading into Stratton Grove. She stopped halfway and killed the headlights.


    If she had done what she was told, Kelly Blaine should be waiting for her at the precise spot where Monica had killed Stephanie Sands.


    Monica exited the Lexus and lit a cigarette—this was to be the signal for Kelly to come forward from where she was hiding.


    A rustling in the dark some ten feet away. Monica drew hard on her cigarette, the small orange glow Kelly’s beacon.


    More rustling, and then a silhouette. Someone small, maybe five feet approaching.


    “I was hoping you’d show,” Monica said.


    Kelly Blaine crept into view. Night obscured precise details on attire, but it was evident the girl had chosen to pull her long hair back into a ponytail—efficiency on the move, and no need for a mask anymore. Monica knew she would never gain true trust from a sociopath like Kelly, but her dismissal of the mask was the next best thing. It showed Monica that Kelly was willing to comply—for now.


    “You’ve got me curious,” Kelly said.


    Monica drew on her cigarette, blew smoke into the night sky. “You’ve got me curious. Any problems leaving?”


    Monica heard Kelly snort. “I could have whistled the whole way.”


    Monica smiled. “Well okay then. Shall we?”




    17


    Monica pulled into the driveway of her rented cottage. She spotted Kelly in her periphery giving the pastoral environment an uncertain glance around.


    “Where are we?” Kelly asked.


    “Home for now,” Monica said before switching off the ignition and exiting. “You coming?”


    Kelly exited slowly, shut the passenger door, and looked in all directions again. Her face was wary.


    “You okay?” Monica asked.


    Kelly nodded, still looking around.


    Monica chuckled. “Well do you want to stay out here or come inside?”


    Kelly looked at her unevenly. “That ride was maybe ten minutes. Why so close? Shouldn’t we keep moving?”


    “Patience, kiddo.” Monica headed towards the cottage, stuck her key in the front door, but did not turn it. She glanced back at Kelly, who had started to inch forward. With a smirk, Monica asked: “You wanna see something cool?”


    • • •


    Monica led Kelly inside. Guided her towards the door leading into the cellar.


    “What’s down there?”


    Monica didn’t reply. She opened the door and hit a switch on the wall. Strong lights flickered then exploded with white fluorescence, lighting a wooden staircase that descended into the heart of the cellar.


    Monica gestured down the stairs. “After you.”


    “Uh, after you,” Kelly replied.


    Monica smiled then descended into the cellar. When she reached the bottom, she turned and motioned for Kelly to follow.


    Kelly remained.


    Monica smiled again. “Kelly, did I really go through the trouble of helping you leave Stratton Grove, only to bring you here to hurt you?”


    Kelly processed Monica’s words, started descending slowly. Monica moved away from the base of the stairs and waved a gracious hand over the empty spot.


    Kelly eventually arrived at the cellar floor.


    “Didn’t hurt, did it?” Monica asked.


    Kelly said nothing.


    Monica walked to the far end of the cellar. A white rectangular cooler the size of a large refrigerator hummed in the corner. She looked back at Kelly, smirked, and started thrumming her fingers along the top of the broad white surface.


    “What’s that?” Kelly asked.


    “What’s it look like?”


    “Looks like a fridge turned on its side.”


    Monica smiled. “Yup—that’s pretty much what it is.”


    Kelly inched cautiously forward. “What’s in it?”


    “Open and see.” Monica handed Kelly a key to the large padlock that hung from the cooler’s heavy lid.


    Kelly took the key, considered the task, then went to work on the lock.


    When the task was finished, Monica extended her hand. “Here—give it to me.”


    Kelly handed Monica the padlock.


    “Key too.”


    Kelly handed over the key.


    Monica tucked the key into her pocket but kept the padlock out, clenching her hand around it; appreciating the extra weight it gave her fist. “You gonna open it?” she asked.


    Kelly turned back to the cooler. She placed her hands on the lid, paused, and glanced back at Monica.


    “Go on.”


    Kelly used both hands to open the cooler. One arm bracing the lid open, she peered inside. “Holy shit. Is that—?”


    Monica slammed her weighted fist into Kelly’s jawline. The blow would have felled a big man. Kelly Blaine dropped to the floor as if shot by a sniper from above. Her arms and legs twitched as she slept.


    Monica set the padlock aside, casually removed a pair of leather gloves from her pocket and put them on. She squatted and used her legs to lift Stephanie Sands from the cooler, then laid her corpse beside Kelly.


    Taking hold of Stephanie Sands’ hand, Monica managed a firm grip on three of the women’s fingers and raked them along the flesh of Kelly Blaine’s arm, slicing through the skin, drawing blood. She repeated the same procedure with Stephanie Sands’ other hand, Kelly’s other arm. Kelly never once stirred throughout.


    Monica produced a pair of plastic string cuffs and began fastening Kelly’s wrists together. Finished, she squatted and used her legs again to scoop Kelly up into her arms (like lifting a ragdoll after the much heftier and far deader Mrs. Sands) then laid her in the open cooler. She removed a glove and checked for a pulse. It was shallow but steady. Good.


    Monica slammed the cooler’s lid and fastened the padlock. She bent and unplugged the cooler, went to the corner of the cellar, and returned with an automatic drill. She made two holes for Kelly.


    “Okay, Your Cuntness,” she said, turning her attention back to Stephanie’s corpse, “you ready to head back to Stratton Grove?”




    18


    Kevin Lane was not the first employee to pull into Stratton Grove Youth Ranch for Girls the following morning, but he was the first to take note that Stephanie Sands’ Mercedes was still in the lot.


    His first thought was that Belinda Cole might be here—not a bad thought to entertain—and that Mrs. Sands had returned to discuss some particulars with Belinda about the school’s story.


    Except when Kevin scanned the lot, he did not find Belinda’s Lexus. This left two possibilities: Stephanie Sands had stayed the night at Stratton Grove, or she had returned bright and early the following morning to attend to some administrative matter. Both seemed unlikely.


    Kevin immediately made his way to the faculty lounge, found the handful of teachers who’d arrived before him, all of them spread about, appropriately lounging, coffee and baked sugar providing them fuel for their always trying day ahead.


    “Anyone see Mrs. Sands?” he asked the group.


    They said they didn’t.


    “Is she here today?”


    They said they didn’t know.


    “Her car is in the lot.”


    They only nodded at him.


    “Her car was in the lot when I left last night. Anyone else notice that?”


    Some said they did, some said nothing. They didn’t care.


    Kevin started fixing himself a cup of coffee. He recalled Belinda Cole’s concerns from yesterday, her concerns for Mrs. Sands’ safety. He recalled how Belinda said she’d sensed genuine hatred from Kelly Blaine when it came to Mrs. Sands.


    He’d dismissed it at the time. Why?


    Was it because he knew Stephanie Sands was afraid of Kelly?


    Because Kelly Blaine was a pathological liar?


    Because you were too busy angling for a way to ask Belinda out the whole freaking time? Saw your chance after how disappointed she’d looked when you’d said her day’s work was all for naught?


    Kevin stopped making his coffee and sighed. It was all true—especially the last part.


    Stephanie Sands was afraid of Kelly Blaine…


    Kelly Blaine was a pathological liar…


    …He did start suppressing any potential alarm when he saw an opportunity to court Belinda Cole.


    And there was one more truth. A truth that made Kevin Lane leave his coffee untouched and head for the door in pursuit of Mrs. Sands:


    Kelly Blaine was Kelly Blaine.


    • • •


    Stephanie Sands’ office, the first place Kevin looked, was empty. Looked as if it had been empty for some time. There were no tea or coffee cups lying around. Her PC was cold, shut down. Her chair was tucked away beneath a desk that contained no papers or open files. The entire office looked as if it hadn’t been occupied in days, never mind this morning.


    Kevin’s next move was a no-brainer. Kelly Blaine.


    • • •


    Kevin knocked harder than he needed to on the front door of Kelly Blaine’s cabin.


    Nothing. He knocked again.


    “Kelly? Kelly, open up, it’s Mr. Lane.”


    He waited. It was still early. Breakfast would not be for another half hour. Breakfast was not mandatory at Stratton Grove. Many kids chose to sleep in instead. Kelly Blaine was often one of them.


    Kevin knocked a third time, rattling the wooden door on its hinges.


    “Kelly!”


    He was tempted to use his emergency key to open the door. Except if he caught the girl changing, it could be a messy situation indeed, especially in the hands of someone like Kelly. For all he knew, she was standing naked at the door, waiting for him to enter. He’d be screwed after that. What would his justification be? Mrs. Sands’ car was in the lot, yet there seemed to be no sign of her? Okay, we’ll give you that. But why make a bee-line for Kelly Blaine’s cabin, Mr. Lane? Is there something you’re not telling us? Something Kelly Blaine might have said to someone off-the-record?


    Kevin gritted his teeth, was prepared to knock for a fourth time when an approaching student stopped him.


    “Mr. Lane, I think you should—”


    He interrupted the girl. “Shannon, have you seen Kelly Blaine this morning? Is she at breakfast?”


    The girl shook her head. “No, but—”


    “You haven’t seen her at all this morning?”


    “No, but, Mr. Lane, I think Mrs. Sands is sick.”


    “What?”


    “I think Mrs. Sands is sick. She’s been in the student bathrooms for a long time.”


    Kevin turned away from Kelly’s cabin door and approached the girl. “What are you talking about?”


    “Mrs. Sands is in one of the stalls in the student bathrooms. Jenny Archer saw her first. She was taking a pee and recognized Mrs. Sands’ fancy shoes in the stall next to her. She thought it was weird that she was using our bathroom.”


    “It is weird.”


    “Jenny told me when she came out. I didn’t believe her. We went back in and I saw them for myself. We told Lucy Stern, but she said she didn’t believe us and that she wanted to see. We said she was probably gone by now. Lucy went in anyway, and Mrs. Sands’ shoes were still there. We waited outside the bathrooms after that. She still hasn’t come out.”


    Kevin said: “Show me.”


    • • •


    A crowd gathered outside the main student bathroom in Stratton Grove. Word about Mrs. Sands being inside, possibly ill, had spread like a brush fire.


    Mrs. Tracy Mallin, a physics teacher, suggested she enter instead of Kevin Lane. Kevin understood her reasoning—lady’s room and all—but it did not stop him from insisting she call for him at even the slightest hint of trouble.


    Mrs. Mallin did not call Kevin specifically after she entered to investigate, but she did scream, and it prompted Kevin to burst through the bathroom door and spot Mrs. Mallin, one hand over her mouth, the other pointing a wavering finger into an open stall.


    Kevin crept forward, reached the stall, peered inside. Stephanie Sands was there—propped upright on the toilet seat, eyes open, skin gray, very dead.


    Kevin inched forward and checked her pulse. Behind him, he heard “Is she?” but did not respond. He was too busy noticing something. Not only was Stephanie Sands’ skirt still at calf height and not pulled up to use the toilet, but she was seated on the lid of the toilet seat, not the seat itself.


    Kevin could only stare at the body. He could hear murmuring from the students in the hallway, heightened now after Mrs. Mallin’s scream. He turned over his shoulder, saw that Mrs. Mallin was still there.


    “Go out there and get rid of them. Tell them to return to their cabins. Then call 911.”


    Mrs. Mallin nodded quickly and left. Kevin heard her ushering the students away, heard more excited chatter until it all eventually faded and he was alone with Stephanie Sands’ corpse. He wanted to check the body for anything incriminating, yet feared contaminating a potential crime scene. From where he stood, he couldn’t see anything outstanding. No blood, no wounds.


    Had Kelly Blaine done this? Every ounce of contempt for the girl made him want to declare yes. Yet every rational instinct countered with how?


    His mind raced. He took a step back from the body. Took in the scene. Two possibilities: at some point last night (though he supposed it could have been this morning, but would her skin be so gray if she’d recently died?) Stephanie Sands had felt ill, wandered into the student bathrooms instead of faculty’s (for whatever reason, he didn’t know), perhaps felt faint, quickly sat (would explain the lid being down), and by some unknown cause, died. Perhaps of a heart attack.


    Then there was the second reason.


    Kelly Blaine had killed her. Staged the body to make it look like…like what? An accident? Like all the others? This looked nothing like an accident. Stephanie Sands looked…posed. Displayed. Kelly Blaine, if the culprit, would never be so blatant. It didn’t make sense.


    But then something did make sense. Bathroom duty. Belinda had said Mrs. Sands had threatened Kelly with bathroom duty for the remainder of the year, a punishment of severity Kevin had yet to see with any student during his tenure at Stratton Grove.


    The M.O. was there. All of the “accidents” involving Kelly Blaine had always carried an M.O. relevant to the incident that preceded it. It would make sense for Kelly Blaine to exact revenge on Stephanie Sands in the very place she was threatened to labor for the remainder of the year.


    Except this didn’t look like an accident. Kevin wasn’t quite sure what it looked like, but he did know one thing: as soon as help arrived, he was going back to Kelly Blaine’s cabin and using his goddamn key. He’d take his chances.




    19


    Kelly Blaine sat on the floor of the cellar, back against the wall. She glared at Monica as she rubbed her tender wrists, no longer cuffed.


    Monica sat in a chair, facing Kelly. She wore an even face, nothing else. She was about to get down to business. Attempt to establish some form of trust—a laughable attempt on the surface considering recent events, and the fact that Kelly Blaine was a sociopath who would never know trust. Monica was prepared for that. All she needed was a big enough carrot to dangle in front of the girl to keep her interested. A carrot she had begun dangling back at Stratton Grove with some success.


    After assaulting her, the carrot had no doubt wilted. It was up to Monica now to produce a fresh one, a succulent one. Kelly’s ripe age of sixteen was in Monica’s favor. Sociopath’s mimic emotion and behavior based on the world around them. At sixteen, Kelly Blaine didn’t have much exposure, especially considering that the last five of those years were spent on a ranch with other deviants out in the middle of nowhere. Kelly Blaine, whether she knew it or not, needed cultivating. The potential was there, but for now that’s all it was. Monica needed to convince the girl that she was the one to mold her. To show her the endless possibilities that were attainable with the right guide.


    “You’re angry,” Monica said.


    “You didn’t have to do that.”


    “Something tells me you’d have done the same thing in my shoes.”


    “Your shoes?”


    “Yes. I needed a failsafe in case you got ideas.”


    “I already told you I was interested. I already told you I was willing to help you.”


    Monica smiled. “Words. You don’t get to be someone like me relying on words.”


    “Someone like you.”


    “Yes.”


    “I’m not so sure I’m interested in someone like you anymore.”


    “Oh but you should, Kelly. You said it yourself—if you were to run away, where would you go? You’d be lost at sea, you said. I’m here now to guide you.”


    “By beating me up and locking me in a cooler?”


    “Again, a necessary bit of insurance.”


    “Whatever. I don’t get you.”


    “But I get you. I see you.”


    Kelly snorted. “Oh yeah? What do you see?”


    “Potential.”


    “You sound like all the stupid teachers at Stratton Grove.”


    “Except I’m talking about sharpening your true potential. Those impulses that course throughout your body, the ones society fears, labels wrong. I know them. I have them. Those impulses need a leash. If you neglect the leash it won’t be long before you’re caught and euthanized. Nothing more pathetic in this world than one succumbing to their own impulses.”


    Kelly’s frown faded. Monica had found an unlocked window and was creeping back in. Time to placate.


    “You’ve managed exceptionally thus far. Your craftiness impresses me. I’d still love to know how you got that girl to fall into your trap out in the woods. That was ridiculously impressive.”


    “A stick man,” Kelly said softly.


    “What?”


    “I made a big stick man and positioned him over the trap. I knew the path she always took when she ran. I knew she’d stop and investigate a weird-looking stick man in the middle of the woods. I knew when she’d fall the stick man would crumble and be no different than the rest of the sticks that stabbed her.”


    Monica was impressed. No placating on this one. She could only smile and shake her head admirably. “And you dug the hole yourself?”


    “Yes.”


    “How long did it take?”


    “Time.”


    Patience. Again, Monica was impressed.


    “And I got away with it,” Kelly added. “I’ve gotten away with everything I’ve done.”


    “Yes you did. You convinced ‘all those stupid teachers at Stratton Grove’ that you didn’t do it. What’s your plan here?” Monica waved an arm around the cellar. “In the real world?”


    “As long as nobody upsets me, I won’t need to get away with anything.”


    “I don’t think that’s true. You liked doing those things at Stratton Grove. You liked burning your brother alive. How long before that impulse takes hold again? One that needs no provocation? One you can’t control?”


    Kelly looked away, eyes becoming fixed on nothing, mind elsewhere. Monica was officially in, the unlocked window behind her ajar as she crept about Kelly’s psyche, looking for structural weaknesses that could be broken through.


    “I can teach you to indulge those impulses whenever you feel like it. To bathe in that exquisite feeling without fear of repercussion. You’re good—very good—but you don’t know the real world yet. Not like I do. I can share all I know with you. I can help you be the chameleon.”


    Kelly broke her daze and looked back at Monica on “chameleon.” Monica smiled.


    “Are you crazy?” Kelly asked.


    “Yes,” Monica said. “But I’m also very smart.”


    Monica’s cell phone rang. She looked at the incoming number. “About time.”


    • • •


    Monica hung up, then snapped the phone in half, killing the last trace of Belinda Cole.


    “That was Mr. Lane,” she said. “Apparently, the article I was working on has to be placed on hold—indefinitely.” Monica took out her cigarettes. “Oh and the police were at Stratton Grove. They found Mrs. Sands. Forensics found your DNA under her fingernails. You’re officially wanted for murder. Smoke?”




    20


    Monica and Kelly headed north in Monica’s Lexus.


    “We’re gonna need to get you a makeover,” Monica said. “What do you think of blonde?”


    “I wouldn’t need a makeover if you didn’t do what you did.”


    “A: yes you would; this whole grunge look you’ve got going on is an insult to your beauty. I need you looking hot.”


    “Hot? What are you—?”


    “B: I thought I made myself quite clear on why I did what I did.”


    “Because you don’t trust me.”


    “Correct.”


    “Then how is this going to work if we don’t trust each other?”


    “What we have is a mutual understanding, a mutual respect for one another. This breeds loyalty. Don’t confuse loyalty for trust.”


    “But the only way you got my loyalty was by framing me for murder. I’m reliant on you now if I don’t want to get caught.”


    “Loyalty can be had by fear. Trust cannot.”


    Kelly said nothing.


    “The hard part is over, Kelly. If you adopt the right attitude, it’s going to be nothing but fun from here on out.”


    “Why do I need to look hot?”


    “To get the boy.”


    “What boy?”


    Monica only smiled.


    “Does this have anything to do with what you’ve got planned in New Jersey?”


    “Oh yes.”


    “Are you ever going to tell me what it is?”


    “All will be explained in time.”


    “You know for someone who’s supposed to be ‘teaching me’, you’re being pretty vague.”


    Monica gave Kelly a short glance. She didn’t care if the girl learned thing one from her, but she knew she needed to feed those impulses to keep her willing. Loyalty could be attained by fear, but for what Monica needed from the girl, it would have to be sustained with a simple reward system. She was still a kid after all. Kids liked to have fun. Fortunately, Monica and Kelly had the same idea of fun.


    “You’re right,” Monica said to her, “you deserve a little something. If you could have anything right now—and I think you know what I mean—what would it be?”


    Kelly did not hesitate. “I’d like to see my parents burn.”


    Monica chuckled. “You and fire.”


    Kelly said nothing.


    “Is it because you never got to see your brother burn?” Monica glanced over at her again; saw the faintest of smirks crease the corner of the girl’s mouth. “Or did you?”


    Kelly met Monica’s glance. Monica nodded and smirked herself.


    “Okay,” Monica said. “So this is about wrapping everything up then, is it? Finishing what you started?”


    Kelly didn’t answer. Instead she said, “I want to tie them up. I want to be the one to light the match. I want to watch them burn to death in their own home.”


    “Whoa—slow down, kiddo. Going to their home would be a mistake.”


    “Why?”


    “Why? Because you’re wanted for murder. The first place any cop with half a brain would look is your parent’s place.”


    “But I hated my parents. They hated me. Why would I go there?”


    “You and I might know that. Everyone back at Stratton Grove might know that. But you’re a sixteen-year-old kid on the run. You’ve been living on a ranch out in the boonies for five years. Smart odds would point towards you heading to the place that is most familiar to you.”


    “I don’t even know if they live there anymore.”


    “They never contacted you while you were at Stratton Grove?”


    “I got a card on my birthday.”


    “What did the card say?”


    “Happy Birthday.”


    Monica smiled. “No ‘Love Mom and Dad’ stuff?”


    “No. They never signed it.”


    “So how did you know it was from them?”


    “I just assumed.”


    “Return address?”


    “They never used one.”


    Monica took it all in. The more she heard, the more she was thinking she’d like to kill these people too. But not in their home; that would be foolish.


    “Well we might be able to manage something, but it wouldn’t be exactly what you want. Guaranteed at least one cop has been camping out in front of your parent’s place as soon as they got the news.”


    Kelly shrugged. “You asked me what I wanted and I told you. If you can’t do it, fine.”


    Reverse psychology—the lowest type of insult to one’s intelligence there is. Unless the giver was aware of this truth, and dished it out anyway. This upped the ante on the game, made you double-check your cards. Monica knew Kelly Blaine was too clever to assume Monica could be swayed by such bullshit. So what was she doing? She was calling—asking Monica to lay down her cards, see just how good a hand she professed to hold. You might have pulled off some decent stuff with Mrs. Sands back there at Stratton Grove, but how about this one, professor? Too rich? Want to fold?


    Monica glanced at Kelly a final time, smirked as if to say, I accept your challenge, kid, despite the second-rate delivery. “Okay, Miss Blaine,” she said. “Please take your seat…class is about to begin.”




    21


    Domino sat across from his long-time attorney, Russell Carr. The severity of the situation had fallen hard on Domino’s back the moment he sobered up, and he hoped Russell, a wizard in his field, would have a trick or two up his wizard sleeve. Unfortunately, he did not.


    “Multiple witnesses, Dom,” Russell said. “All willing to testify that you attacked first.”


    “And what about the kid whose ass I saved? He carry any weight?”


    Russell closed his eyes and shook his head. “He confirms your story, but come on, Dom, what are we gonna say if it goes to court? What’s the kid gonna say? I think they were gonna beat me up, your honor?”


    “Well it establishes character, doesn’t it? For the three guys? What kind of assholes they were?”


    “The world is full of assholes, Dom. It’s not against the law.”


    Domino dropped his head and shook it.


    “Your professional training doesn’t help matters,” Russell added. “I’ve already spotted two gems online, labeling you a lethal solider who attacked three innocents while intoxicated. Even had a picture of the one kid’s faces you obliterated.”


    “Russ, you know me—would I do some shit like this if it wasn’t necessary? I promise you, if I didn’t do anything, we’d be reading ‘gems’ about how those three assholes stomped some poor kid in a parking lot.”


    Russell splayed his hands. “But they didn’t, Dom.”


    Domino clenched his fists. “This world, man…you gotta wait until it all goes to shit before anyone can do something about it.”


    Russell raised an eyebrow. “Domino…”


    “I’m in the field of protection, Russ. I don’t wait for someone to get shot then try to pull out the bullet. I see it coming; I put the bullet in first.”


    Both of Russell’s eyebrows went up. “Domino…”


    “What?” Domino said defensively.


    Russell sighed. “Look, man, I know you’re still struggling with the whole thing that went down last year. Losing your friend and—”


    “Don’t, Russ…don’t.”


    Russell held up a hand and nodded. “Okay I won’t. I’m your attorney, not your psychologist. So I’ll stick to telling you attorney stuff. Right now that stuff is this: unless those kids want to settle out of court, or, if miracles really do happen, they decide not to press charges, then I see no way how this isn’t going before a judge. And with the evidence against us, the prognosis ain’t good.”




    22


    Bucks County, Pennsylvania


    “Didn’t think I’d be back in Pennsylvania so soon,” Monica said to Kelly as the two got comfortable on the grassy hill, Monica flat on her stomach, Kelly on her butt, arms braced behind her as she leaned back.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Tell you later.” Monica raised her binoculars, top of the line Fujinons, the preferred hand-held choice for both astronomers and law enforcement…and people like Monica. “Yup—there they are.”


    “Lemme see.”


    Monica handed Kelly the binoculars. When Kelly brought them to her face, Monica used a steady hand to guide the girl towards the right spot.


    “You see?” Monica asked.


    “Those two guys in the gray Ford?”


    “Bingo.”


    “How do you know they’re cops?”


    “Trust me. If this wasn’t the ’burbs, the entire neighborhood would have been shouting 5-0 the second they rolled up.”


    Kelly laughed.


    Monica looked at her watch. 8 P.M. Daylight was beginning to gray. She started fiddling with one of her smart phones. Finished, she looked up at Kelly. “Says the town center is about a half mile from here. That sound right to you?”


    Kelly shrugged. “I guess.”


    “Busy on a Saturday?”


    “From what I remember, yeah. There are bars and restaurants, but there’s a lot of family places too. Ice cream and little shops all over. The town has a lot of history. Some people just like to walk around and take it in, especially in summer.”


    “What are the odds your folks are some of them?”


    “Huh?”


    “Any chance your parents are doing the town tonight?”


    Kelly shrugged again.


    Monica took the binoculars from Kelly and studied the house some one hundred yards away. A good deal of foliage obscured the majority of windows on the extravagant home but she had a solid view of a panoramic one showcasing the dining room. The dining room’s décor suggested it was a look but don’t touch room, likely reserved for the most special of occasions. This would provide little thoroughfare, yet the size of the window alone gave Monica a glimpse through and beyond, stretching deeper into the home. All she would need was a sign of life passing by.


    She didn’t have to wait long. A woman moved past the dining room entrance and was gone seconds later. Monica had spotted an empty glass in her left hand. Heading for a refill. She’d be back.


    “Here,” Monica said, handing the binoculars to Kelly. “Focus beyond the dining room window. Tell me if that’s Mom.”


    Kelly took the binoculars and looked. “I don’t see anything.”


    “Just wait.”


    A minute passed before Monica watched a slow grin spread across Kelly’s face.


    “That her?”


    “That’s her.”


    “Keep looking,” Monica said. “Keep an eye out for Dad.”


    Kelly did. There was a long moment where no one spoke. Monica looked around. The park they’d hunkered down in—a decent spot that sported a good ten acres of land, a small but smart playground, a path for running and biking, enough open space for picnicking or what have you—was beginning to empty. The majority of visitors had been parents with kids, the playground their central spot. Now that night was approaching, it was time to go. This could only help them. It would allow Monica to wander deeper into the park, in the other direction, see if she couldn’t get a decent view of the town center without having to uproot completely and relocate.


    “I see him!”


    Monica turned. Kelly’s grin was wider than ever as she continued peering through the Fujinons. Monica wondered if Kelly hated her father more than her mother, or if her exuberance was caused by the fact that both her parents were indeed home.


    Monica did not take the binoculars and look for herself. She trusted Kelly on this one, knew the girl would not lie about something like this. Knew how bad she wanted it. Monica did, however, take the binoculars, place them back into her long black tactical bag, get to her feet, and start heading deeper into the park, to try and locate a spot that would allow her to see into the town center as she had hoped. The distance—roughly 0.6 miles—was not a problem given her equipment; the problem was potential obstacles blocking her field of vision, no matter where she parked herself.


    “Where are you going?” Kelly called behind her. “The house is this way.”


    Monica continued walking deeper into the park, long black bag hanging at her side.


    “Hello?” Kelly said.


    Monica kept walking. Kelly eventually jogged to catch up. “Where are you going? My house is back that way,” she said again.


    They’d ventured a good fifty yards before Monica finally addressed her. “I want to see if we can get a clear line of sight into the town center without having to get back in the car and relocate.” Monica took the binoculars from her bag once again, stayed on her feet, and peered around through the high-powered lenses. She stopped on one spot, and could not fight a smile. “It’s Christmas, kiddo.”


    “I’m Jewish.”


    Monica handed Kelly the binoculars. “Happy Hanukkah then.”
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    The Washington Hotel and Restaurant relied more on the latter part of its moniker when it came to revenue. There were rooms available in the nearly three hundred-year-old building, but it was an occasion when any of them were occupied.


    The establishment’s main attraction was its exceptional milieu for drinks and dining both indoors and outdoors, particularly outdoors where it boasted an extravagant brick patio with multiple tables, comfortably lit by both candlelight and surrounding Tiki torches.


    Jeremy and Allison Fleming got the last outdoor table. Jeremy ordered a martini, Allison a Cosmopolitan. When their drinks arrived, they clinked glasses, smiled, and agreed they were lucky to grab the last table.


    • • •


    Monica, on her stomach, veiled by both night and the surrounding vegetation of her spot on the park floor, peered through the scope of her custom built Remington.


    The closest spot was a large bar and restaurant with spacious outdoor seating. The broad sign out front declared it The Washington Hotel and Restaurant. The place was busy. She could spot no empty tables.


    Monica surveyed targets. Her proficiency could have taken any number of a few, but she had no plans to test her ego tonight. If she was going to bait the hook properly, she would need the most efficient bait. That bait was a young couple so perfectly fixed in her line of sight she was tempted to let Kelly take the shot. Instead she let her choose.


    “Martini or Cosmo?” she asked.


    • • •


    Jeremy Fleming drained the remainder of his martini in one tidy gulp. “Hmmm…might need an encore over here,” he said to his wife. “How you making out?”


    Allison’s Cosmopolitan was still half-full. “I’m good for now.”


    Jeremy grinned at his wife while waiving the waitress over. “Looks like you’re driving then, Ali Baba.”


    “I said for now.”


    The waitress arrived.


    “Too late! Can I get another please? Ketel One, no vermouth?”


    The waitress nodded then looked at Allison. “Would you like another?”


    Allison answered while looking at her husband. “Apparently not.”


    The waitress smiled and left.


    Still grinning, Jeremy reached out and took hold of his wife’s hand. “You love me,” he said.


    “I do love you.” She gave a playful little frown and waved a fist at him. “You’re lucky.”


    Jeremy closed his eyes and blew her a big kiss. There was a hiss of air and a thump. When Jeremy opened his eyes, his wife was slumped back in her chair with half her head missing.




    24


    Monica enjoyed the aftermath through her scope for only a couple of seconds. She then laid her rifle down, grabbed the binoculars, and handed them up to Kelly.


    “Holy shit!” Kelly said, eyes mashed to the lenses. “Her face is gone!”


    “Happens sometimes,” Monica said, getting to her feet, casually placing her Remington back in the long black bag. “I usually like a clean in and out with minimal mess; Dad used to say only amateurs leave a mess. Sometimes it’s unavoidable though. Guess some people have softer skulls than others.” She laughed.


    Kelly’s eyes stayed mashed to the lenses. She was almost leering, like a kid watching a neighbor undress in front of their bedroom window. “I think that’s her brains all over the couple sitting behind them!” she said gleefully. “People are completely freaking out!”


    Monica said: “Time’s up, kiddo; I need those back.”


    Kelly continued watching, unable to tear herself away. “Huh? Why?”


    “Are you forgetting about Mom and Dad?”


    Kelly lowered the binoculars and looked at Monica, the exuberance animating her face momentarily frozen, as if she’d forgotten their primary objective by getting too caught up in the pre-requisites. And she had.


    “Right,” she said, handing over the binoculars to Monica.


    Monica took them, handed the tactical bag to Kelly, and began walking back towards the Blaine house.


    Kelly followed, looking left to right with each step. “Shouldn’t we be…uh…like hiding or something?”


    Monica spoke over her shoulder as she continued walking. “One hell of a squeaky wheel is down the street, kiddo. We’re as good as invisible for a while.”


    “But what about once they realized what happened? Won’t they trace it back to where we were?”


    Monica laughed. “They might. But not anytime soon. Contrary to what TV likes to sell us, the police merely go around picking up leftovers; they never arrive in time for a hot meal.”


    Monica stopped at the precise spot they’d been when observing the Blaine home before. She lifted the binoculars to her face and focused in on the gray Ford. “Calling all cars…calling all cars…” she sang softly. “Come on, boys, you’re missing all the fun.”


    The headlights on the gray Ford came to life. The car screeched away from its spot by the curb, speeding towards The Washington Hotel and Restaurant.


    The Blaines were now on their own.


    Monica lowered the binoculars and looked over her shoulder. “You ready?”


    Kelly Blaine nodded.




    25


    Conrad Blaine was pouring his third scotch of the night when the doorbell rang.


    “Joanna?” he called over his shoulder, still pouring from the crystal decanter that held a rare, forty-year-old Laphroaig.


    The doorbell rang again. “Joanna?”


    No answer. Conrad Blaine muttered under his breath and set the decanter down on the marble surface of the bar. He headed towards the front door, flicked on the porch light, and looked out one of the long rectangular windows adjacent to the door.


    He saw no one.


    Conrad muttered some more, then started back to the bar.


    The doorbell rang again.


    He spun. “What in the hell?” His footsteps were now stomps as he pounded towards the door. He did not bother to look this time. He flung the door open and took a demonstrative step outside. “Hello!” he yelled, not a query, a demand for the culprit to show themselves.


    Still no one.


    Conrad Blaine looked in all directions, angry. “I’ll have you know, whoever you are, that the police are watching this house as we—”


    “Hi, Dad.” Kelly Blaine stepped out of the darkness.


    Conrad Blaine’s eyes widened, his mouth dropping open but offering no words.


    “Aren’t you gonna invite me in?” Kelly asked.


    Conrad Blaine finally spoke, his voice no longer carrying any authority; it was soft and wavering. “Kelly…”


    “You remember!”


    Conrad took a step back. “Kelly—honey—you need to listen to me…”


    Kelly smiled. “Dad—Daddy—you need to listen to me…” She took a step forward.


    Conrad took another step back. “Kelly, the police are looking for you. They know what you did at Stratton Grove. There are two policemen outside right now.”


    “The guys in the gray Ford?”


    Conrad frowned. “I—yes.”


    Kelly turned and looked the length of the street. So did Conrad. There was no gray Ford. No cars at all. Kelly turned back to her father. “Where’d they go, Daddy?”


    Conrad took another step backwards. He was inside the house now. “Kelly, what have you done?”


    “Nothing yet.”


    Conrad spun and tried to make a break for it. He came to an immediate stop. A woman was already inside his home, pointing a gun at his head.


    “Hi, Mr. Blaine,” the woman said. “Move away from the door please.” The woman used the gun to wave the man to one side. “Kelly?”


    Kelly followed quickly, shutting the door behind her.


    “What the hell is this?” Conrad said. “Who the hell are—?”


    The woman shot Conrad in the knee. He dropped instantly, the pain so excruciating he vomited on the foyer tiles.


    “Eww,” Kelly said.


    “They do that sometimes,” the woman said, holstering the gun.


    Conrad writhed on the tiles, grimacing in agony as he clutched his bloody knee.


    “Sorry about that, Mr. Blaine,” the woman said. “But I can’t have you playing hero.” The woman looked at Kelly. “Help me grab a leg. Mom’s waiting for us in the living room.”




    26


    Conrad and Joanna Blaine were bound to kitchen chairs in the living room, facing one another, knees touching. Both were gagged.


    Joanna Blaine wept into her gag. Conrad Blaine, pale and sweating profusely, could only continue to grimace and moan thanks to the new hole in his knee.


    Monica went into her tactical bag and produced a can of lighter fluid. Kelly happily took it from her and began dousing her parents, periodically squirting the fluid into their faces with a giggle, like a kid with a water pistol.


    “I’m ready,” Kelly eventually said to Monica.


    Conrad and Joanna Blaine’s eyes bulged. Desperate sobs and shouts into their gags were incoherent yet frighteningly clear: if there was any fraction of humanity left in their daughter, they were begging for it to surface now, for her to grant them mercy. For her not to burn them alive.


    Monica handed Kelly a box of matches. Kelly took them, opened the box, and immediately lit one. She held the flame inches from her father’s face. Conrad Blaine leaned back as far as his chair would allow, his head whipping from side to side in a futile attempt to escape the flame.


    Kelly grinned, blew out the match, and dropped it into her father’s lap. Conrad screamed as though the match was still alight. Kelly laughed. Monica did too.


    Kelly lit another match, brought it to her mother’s face this time. Joanna Blaine snorted hard. The match went out. Kelly gave a childish moan: “Mommmmm…”


    Monica laughed again. “So who’s first?” she asked.


    “Don’t know yet,” Kelly replied. “I’m trying to imagine what’s worse: being the first to burn, or being the one to watch, knowing you’re next?”


    “Good question. Personally, I’d want to go first. Imagine sitting there, seeing firsthand just how excruciating it is to be burned alive. Charred flesh falling off the bone like some pig over a spit. Eyeballs catching, blackening, popping. And the screaming, oh God, the screaming. Yeah—I’d definitely want to go first.”


    Each deliberate word from Monica was like an invisible blade slicing into the Blaine’s flesh. They jerked and twitched in their seats. Screamed and pleaded, screamed and pleaded.


    “I agree,” Kelly eventually said. “Going last would be worse.”


    “Unless…” Monica said, looking around the living room, her eyes settling on something.


    “What?”


    Monica went to one corner of the room, grabbed a large vase, then disappeared into the kitchen. She returned carrying the vase with more effort. There were sounds of water sloshing in the vase. “Who says once the match is lit, that’s that?”


    Kelly looked confused.


    Monica raised the vase full of water. “Maybe you could burn Dad then put him out. Burn Mom, put her out…” Monica continued in singsong fashion:


    “Burn Dad, put him out…


    Burn Mom, put her out…


    Burn Dad, put him out…”



    Kelly grinned and started singing along. The two of them:


    “Burn Mom, put her out…


    Burn Dad, put him out…


    Burn Mom, put her out…”



    • • •


    Dad was the first to burn to death. Kelly had chosen Dad because she knew, if given the choice, he would have wanted his wife to burn first so that her suffering could end.


    So as Dad burned and Mom watched (her hair gone, burned away, her skin charred, lips blackened strips, making the teeth appear too big—the whole image that of a red and black skull that was, by some inexplicable way, still alive), Monica and Kelly smoked and laughed (a hearty guffaw exploding from both women when Kelly nearly singed both eyebrows trying unsuccessfully to light a cigarette off her burning father) until Kelly decided the time was right and granted Mom her final match so she could watch both her parents burn to death.


    • • •


    After putting out the fire, Kelly and Monica stood among the blackened corpses of Conrad and Joanna Blaine and had one more cigarette.


    “Thank you,” Kelly said to Monica. “This was amazing.”


    Monica took a deep drag of her cigarette and just smiled.




    27


    When Domino saw who was calling, he answered his cell immediately.


    “Russ,” he said.


    “Hey, Dom. You sitting down?”


    Domino was standing but said, “Yeah.”


    “You’re in the clear.”


    “Huh?”


    “They dropped the charges. It’s all over. You’re free and clear.”


    “How can that be?”


    “Don’t know. All I do know is that I just got off the phone with their attorney, and she told me all three decided not to press charges. Apparently they admitted they were in the wrong and didn’t want to pursue the matter any further.” Domino heard Russ chuckle. “Their attorney sounded like she couldn’t believe it herself.”


    Now Domino did sit down. He sat on the edge of the hotel bed and began wringing his brow. It didn’t make sense. “How could—why would they just drop everything?”


    “Are you kidding me, Dom? This is like winning the lottery. Why do you seem distraught over it?”


    Domino shook his head into his cell. “I’m not, I just…I wasn’t expecting this.”


    “I wasn’t expecting it either. But it is what it is. Go get a drink. Relax. Just don’t get drunk and put three more guys in the hospital.”


    Domino gave a fake chuckle. “Thanks, Russ. Take it easy.”


    “You too.”


    They hung up.


    Domino called Amy.


    “Hey, Batman,” she answered.


    “They’re not pressing charges,” he said immediately.


    “What?”


    “I just got off the phone with my attorney. The three guys decided not to press charges. They had a change of heart and admitted they were wrong.”


    “Well that’s great, isn’t it?”


    “Yeah…”


    “You sound confused.”


    “Wouldn’t you be?”


    “I guess I would. But still, never look a gift horse in the mouth, right?”


    “Haven’t heard that one in awhile.”


    “It was one of Patrick’s favorites. You know he had a jillion of them.”


    “Yes he did.”


    “So should we celebrate? Do you want to come by for dinner? The kids and I are ordering pizz—Carrie, I said no!”


    Domino laughed.


    “Sorry,” Amy said.


    “Is my girl acting up again?”


    “Is water wet? Anyway, we’re ordering a pizza. I can order five more for your big ass if you want.”


    Domino laughed again. “That sounds nice. But I don’t think we should be celebrating anything. I got lucky. Let’s leave it at that.”


    “Okay. See you in what? An hour?”


    “I’ll be there.”


    “See you then.”


    Domino clicked off his phone, cheeks puffing as he let out a long breath. Something still didn’t feel right.




    28


    Earlier


    Monica and Kelly had checked into a hotel in Princeton, New Jersey shortly after burning Kelly’s parents to death.


    This morning as they dined on room service, Kelly at a table eating eggs and toast, Monica on the bed with coffee, flipping through her smart phone for any recent updates on the shooting in Bucks County, or if the death of Conrad and Joanna Blaine had yet to be discovered, something exceptionally significant caught Monica’s eye.


    “Hel-lo,” she said.


    Kelly looked up from her eggs. “What?”


    Monica didn’t answer; she was too busy reading.


    “Everything okay?” Kelly asked.


    “Seems my buddy Domino was a bad boy last week.”


    “Domino? The guy you—”


    “Yes,” Monica said, fiddling with her phone some more. The information she’d gleamed from the online source was lacking in the details she’d hoped for. She tried a few more sources, but all of them produced nearly identical stories, the information equally vague when it came to the three victims, equally juicy when it came to the lethal and very drunk soldier and security specialist Domino Taylor. “Fuck,” she said.


    “What?” Kelly asked again.


    Monica ignored her. She knew who to call next. She started to dial, but stopped, considered Kelly. Monica didn’t want her in the room when she made this call, have her listening to the information she’d be divulging in order to code in.


    “Sorry,” Monica eventually said, looking up. “It’s nothing major. Can you go get me cigarettes?” She went into her bag and came out with a twenty. “Parliament Lights. Get whatever you want too.” She tossed the twenty on the bed.


    Kelly stood and took the bill, but looked hesitant. “Should I be moving around?”


    “You’ll be fine. From what I can see—” She held up her phone “—no one’s found your parents yet. Just keep your head down and grab some smokes around the corner. You’ll be fine. When you get back, we’ll do your makeover, okay?”


    Kelly shrugged. “I guess.”


    “You’ll look hot, trust me.” She flicked her chin towards the door. “Parliament Lights.”


    Kelly nodded and left.


    Monica started dialing. “I can’t have you in jail, Mr. Taylor—it’ll ruin my big surprise.”


    A female voice answered on the third ring. “Code in.”


    “Neco. 8122765.”


    “Waiting for voice authentication…clear.”


    “I need the identities and whereabouts of three men.”




    29


    The Intel Monica had originally gathered on Domino Taylor had confirmed most of her suspicions. His security business had been officially placed on indefinite hiatus for the past year, and he’d been subletting his place in New York City for the same duration.


    This suggested two things to Monica: Domino was still too shaken over the loss of Patrick to go back to work, something she’d been counting on. And Domino was likely spending the majority of his time watching over Amy and her kids, assuredly due to the extreme guilt he’d held on to now that the Lambert kids no longer had their father, and Amy no longer had her husband—again, something she’d been counting on. Monica may not be a physical match for Domino, and perhaps he was just as clever as she was, but she had an edge: a guilt-laden weevil that, properly placed, would burrow into his head and mind-fuck him into oblivion.


    But that would be the final act. Before that, she intended on having her fun. All she had to do was get him to the Pines—and she had a damn good plan for that too.


    Monica felt her choices in locating Domino courted her previous assumptions: the Lamberts new home in Paoli, or a nearby hotel or motel where Domino would frequent on the nights he wasn’t with Amy and the kids. Maybe a rented home. She doubted Domino and Amy were shacking up together; Monica felt Domino’s hard-wired code of honor would have frowned on such a thing.


    Finding the hotel, motel, or rented home would be tricky—there were at least a dozen hotels and motels in a 20 mile radius of Amy’s new place. Possible rented homes in the hundreds. The easiest course of action would be to stakeout the new Lambert home and hope Domino was there, and if he was, hope he wasn’t crashing there for the night so she could follow him home.


    She had no plans to confront Domino tonight, likely not for days. After all, she didn’t hold her ace yet. That was all up to Kelly.


    For now, Monica merely wanted to know all possible residences for her target. Any half-competent asset would be doing the same. And supposedly dead or not, Monica knew she could not hover around the Lambert home anytime she needed to find Domino; the paranoia Monica and her family had assuredly left in their wake was an extra pair of eyes.


    So now, on the way to Amy Lambert’s new home, Monica filed locating Domino’s temporary residence away as a sure thing, and began looking towards the future. Towards the ace she intended on holding after utilizing Kelly Blaine’s help. This prompted Monica to speak up.


    “Are you a virgin?” she asked Kelly.


    “What?”


    “Virgin. Are you a—?”


    “I know what a virgin is.”


    “And?”


    “Why do you want to know?”


    Monica lit a cigarette, cracked the window and said, “’Cause you’re going to have to fuck somebody.”


    “I what?”


    “You are going to have to have intercourse with someone, Kelly.”


    “Where the hell is this coming from?”


    “Relax—I already checked the kid out. He’s cute.” This was a lie. The kid wasn’t ugly, but he was no stud either.


    “What?”


    “You’re like a fucked up owl. Instead of who, you keep saying what.”


    “Monica, please tell me—wait, is this the ‘boy’ you mentioned the other day?”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Is this why you’re making me over?”


    “Well, you’re half-right on that one. I figured it best you didn’t walk around looking like you did when you left Stratton Grove, don’t you?”


    “And the other half?”


    Monica shrugged as if to imply it was all common sense. “We have to turn your natural beauty into slut-beauty. Natural beauty is only admired by endangered men. Slut-beauty is admired by the sadly plentiful rest. We don’t know if this kid is one of the endangered, so we play the odds. The good news is that even the endangered have a hard time saying no to slut-beauty.” Monica offered Kelly a cigarette. Kelly ignored the offer, her eyes stuck on Monica’s profile.


    “You’re not making sense,” Kelly said. “You’re being vague again.”


    “Answer my question first, then I’ll tell you.”


    “Am I a virgin?”


    “Correct.”


    “No—I’m not.”


    Monica was only a little surprised. She had her suspicions. “You’ve been at Stratton Grove since you were eleven. Let me guess—there are a few male employees of the prestigious Stratton Grove who could be brought in on statutory charges?”


    Kelly said nothing. Monica smiled.


    “It helped you keep your run of the place, didn’t it? When was the first time?”


    Kelly remained quiet.


    “I’m not judging, Kelly. I’d have done the same damn thing. People like you and me? Sex is a tool. A valuable tool. You need to start thinking of it that way. Men are a joke. Even the wiliest can be manipulated by good pussy. Hell, the promise of good pussy.”


    Now Kelly reached for the pack of cigarettes. Monica handed over her lighter. Kelly lit up and said, “Fourteen.”


    “How old was he?”


    “I don’t know. In his thirties.”


    “Dirty fucker. Wish you’d told me back at Stratton Grove. We could have piled him on top of Mrs. Sands.”


    Kelly laughed a little.


    “Why’d you let him?” Monica asked.


    “He bought me things. Things we weren’t allowed to have.”


    “You had a sugar daddy, huh?”


    Another little laugh.


    “Other times?” Monica asked.


    “Same deal. I’d spread my legs or get on my knees, and I’d get what I wanted.”


    Monica gave Kelly a casual glance. “Ever enjoy it?”


    “No.”


    “No?”


    “I don’t understand sex. I get it if you want to make a baby. But for fun, it’s…flesh being slammed into flesh. What’s the point?”


    Monica smiled inside. Yes, she and Kelly Blaine were more similar than she first thought. “So it was like a job to you…to get what you wanted…”


    Now it was Kelly who shrugged as if to imply common sense. “Yeah.”


    “Then you won’t have a problem helping me.”


    Kelly sighed.


    “It’s no different than being back at Stratton Grove, Kelly.”


    “What am I getting out of it?”


    “Need we do a reality check? You’re sounding like every entitled kid in America.”


    Kelly took a final drag of her cigarette then flicked it out the window.


    “We’re almost there,” Monica said. “We’ll talk about it after. But we had fun in the park didn’t we?”


    Kelly gave a slight nod.


    “We definitely had fun at your parents’, didn’t we?”


    Kelly gave a more definitive nod.


    “Ever been to The Hamptons?”


    Kelly paused, then said, “Isn’t that a place where all the rich people go?”


    Monica smiled. “Yes. My family has a house there. You know who else does?”


    Kelly shrugged.


    Still smiling, Monica said: “Your new boyfriend.”




    30


    “Again,” Domino said.


    Amy slammed the heel of her palm into the rubber mannequin’s face.


    “Again.”


    Amy hammered home another palm.


    “Three more in rapid succession.”


    Bang! Bang! Bang!


    “Faster. Harder.”


    “That’s what she said.”


    Domino frowned. “Focus, girl! Would you joke around if that was Monica standing there?”


    Amy shot Domino a look. He stared back but said nothing. Amy turned back to the mannequin and hit it as hard as she could. And again. And again after that. She pummeled the freestanding equipment across the room with continuous shots—palms, elbows, punches—until it collided with the wall. She then started to gouge and bite into the rubber material, screaming wildly as she did so.


    Domino stepped in to stop her, and she turned and slammed a palm into his face. Domino stumbled back, tucked and turned. Amy immediately attended to him.


    “Oh my God, Domino, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”


    Domino, still tucked over and turned away, started to chuckle. “Damn, girl—you pack a wallop.”


    Amy shoved him. “Well you deserved it. Why did you say that?”


    Domino stood upright. “Got you fired up, didn’t it?”


    Amy looked annoyed. “I’m not training to be in the UFC, Domino. I’m a suburban mom for Christ’s sake.”


    “A suburban mom that can hit.”


    “Don’t ever do that again.”


    “Nothing wrong with tapping deep in order for you to train your hardest.”


    Amy started walking away. “The bitch is dead. I don’t need you tapping into my fucking nightmares thank you.”


    “Amy, wait.”


    She stopped and turned, breathing heavy, still looking annoyed.


    “Don’t be angry. I was just trying to get you to perform your best.”


    “I know you were. But there are ways to do things and there are ways you don’t. That was a don’t.”


    Domino nodded. “Crystal.”


    Amy went upstairs.




    31


    They had kept watch on Amy’s new home last night unobserved. Certainly far away enough to arouse no suspicion from Amy, and far away enough to fly under Domino’s radar when he’d made his expected visit.


    Monica had watched them through her Fujinons, picking the majority of the silent show up, the only breaks in the action when one of the four—Amy, Domino, Carrie, and Caleb—had briefly ventured into a different room.


    They’d been eating pizza and watching television. Occasionally they’d laugh. They’d seemed happy.


    This was not okay.


    Monica had already sworn off Amy and her brood. She felt leaving them without Patrick was worse than death. She still felt that way.


    But to see them smile. It flooded her veins with hate and tested her resolve. She had to keep reminding herself it was about Domino. All about Domino. Avenging her father’s death.


    But to see them smile.


    What did you expect? she’d immediately asked herself. To see them crying? Huddled around some extravagant altar constructed for the dearly departed Patrick? Weeping? Constantly weeping, day and night?


    No. But not smiling. Not happy.


    You don’t know they’re happy. Besides, all that matters is Domino. And you know he’s not happy. Drinking. Fighting. Taking leave from work. He reeks of guilt.


    So why is he smiling too? Why is he laughing every time Carrie and Caleb open their mouths?


    He’s happy when he’s with them.


    So take them away from him. Who cares if you think you and Amy are square? You can change the rules whenever you damn well please. Take them away from him. Let him fail once again. Then torture him. Then kill him.


    But that would mean deviating from the plan. You’d lose all your bargaining strength. Your ace. You’d never get him alone after that. Never get him back to the Pines. He’d come looking for you.


    You’d lose control.


    It’s always, always about control.


    Stick to the plan. Use Kelly to get that ace. Then use that ace to get him back to the Pines. Destroy him emotionally and physically.


    Stick to the plan and don’t lose control. Keep watching, and then follow Domino back to wherever the hell he came from.


    Before she’d handed the Fujinons over to Kelly so the girl could have a look, Monica thought: But they’re smiling. They’re fucking smiling.


    • • •


    The kids had gone to bed. Domino hadn’t left yet. Monica was getting irritated, Kelly bored.


    Kelly posed the possibility that Domino was planning on staying the night at Amy’s, was not heading back to his temporary residence. Monica ignored the comment. To suggest that such a possibility had not occurred to Monica only added to her irritation. She thought about hitting Kelly, but chose not to; she’d brought the girl too many steps forward only to knock her back a few for something as menial as frustration.


    All about control.


    Monica continued watching the house.


    Watched Amy put something into the DVD player.


    Watched her and Domino settle back into the sofa, only the back of their heads visible now.


    Watched the big screen TV come to life, its image shaky at first before settling. A home movie.


    A lush green field. A park. The kids looked younger by a couple of years. Amy was helping Carrie fly a kite. Caleb went to kick a soccer ball but missed, toppling over in the process. The camera shook, laughter from the holder probably. The camera moved higher, then fixed in one spot. A tripod.


    And here he came. Yes, he’d been laughing—he jogged towards his son with the remnants of the laughter on his smiling face. He scooped his son high up onto his shoulders so Caleb could have a seat on the back of his father’s neck. Patrick kicked the soccer ball around, periodically reaching overhead to slap his son a high five. Caleb’s joy was immense.


    This made Monica smile.


    She continued to watch.


    Amy and Carrie had given up on the kite. All four playing soccer now, Caleb still on Patrick’s shoulders.


    They all looked so happy.


    This made Monica happy. She was smiling and happy. Because all of it was now gone. No more of this. Ever. Because of her.


    As if things couldn’t get any better, Domino suddenly stood, his massive frame blocking most of the TV screen, his face somber. He said something to Amy, then headed for the front door, behind him the Lamberts still playing soccer in the park.


    Monica watched Amy follow, a look of concern on her face. She spoke to Domino, and he replied with a shake of his head before giving her a hug goodbye.


    Ate you up inside, didn’t it? Monica thought. Amy could watch, yet you couldn’t, could you? Poor big Domino. Shame you can’t bench press your guilt away.


    Monica wanted that video. The things she could do with it. It would be so much better than what she already had planned for the final act of her masterpiece.


    So much better.


    She needed that video. What luck to have been here on the precise night Amy had screened it for Domino. Monica ordinarily didn’t believe in luck, but tonight…


    “Like a gift from my father,” she whispered beneath the Fujinons still held to her eyes.


    “Huh?” Kelly said.


    “Nothing.” Monica lowered the binoculars and gestured back towards the car. “Come on, we need to follow him to wherever the hell he’s staying.” And then back here to rent me a movie, she thought with more than a little delight.




    32


    East Hampton, New York


    Kathy Lennox leaned over the back of the sofa and kissed the top of her son’s head. “Watching some tube for a change?”


    Ben Jane accommodated his mother’s wit with a pleasant enough chuckle, but continued staring at the massive flat-screen.


    “You want to take a ride into town?”


    Still watching TV, Ben said, “And have eight billion people swarming us? Thanks, but I’ll continue to value my anonymity.”


    She flicked the top of his head. “It’s not like that here. People keep to themselves. I’ve seen plenty of celebrities going about their business without anybody bothering them.”


    Ben waved a lazy hand. “Pass.”


    Kathy sighed. “So is this your plan? TV all summer?”


    Ben pointed to a towering fixture next to the flat-screen that boasted every video game system under the sun.


    Kathy flicked her son’s head again. “Smart ass.”


    Again, Ben offered up a friendly chuckle. He loved his mom. He knew she was only trying to help. But Ben didn’t like the Hamptons. All of his friends were back at school, back in Massachusetts. He’d ventured to the beaches of West Hampton in the past, but found the kids his age to be exceptionally obnoxious…and ridiculously attractive.


    Ben was not Quasimodo, he knew that, but he was no Brad Pitt either. And he refused to say he was the son of the twenty-million-a-picture actress, Kathy Lennox. Hell, even if he did, he’d probably get a snort in return; have a kid tell him he was DeNiro’s son.


    Back at St. Anthony’s his friends knew who he was, but they didn’t care. As far as they were concerned, he was just good old Ben. Every now and then one of his buddies would tease him, tell him his mom was hot, but it was always laughed off. Partly because he knew they were just playing, and partly because the Kathy Lennox didn’t really seem like his mom. Kathy Jane was. Kathy Lennox was some manufactured name in print, an image on a screen, a picture in a magazine. Kathy Jane was a real person. Someone who only carried vague similarities to the lavish, celluloid persona the rest of the world saw. She was, when not working, a mom. His mom. And when she wasn’t working—which was rare—she was a good mom.


    But that still didn’t make him miss his friends back at St. Anthony’s any less. Make him pine for a spot here in the Hamptons that he could frequent with no preliminary judgment; kids who would talk to him with no preliminary judgment; and, dare he dream, a girl who would thump his heart and curl his virgin toes with no preliminary judgment.


    “I’ve got you for a whole month, Benny. If you don’t want to hang with your mom the entire time, I totally understand. But at least get out of the house. Why not give Devon a call? He’ll be around.”


    “I don’t really like the people he hangs out with.”


    “Devon’s a good kid. You said you liked him.”


    “I do, I do. Devon’s cool. It’s just some of the people he hangs with are annoying. They’re all so into themselves.”


    “Well you don’t have to hang out with them. You and Devon can do something. Just the two of you.”


    “The guy is crazy popular. You need a reservation.”


    Kathy moved around the sofa and stood in front of the TV.


    “Better door than a window, Mom.”


    “I’m serious, Benny. I’m not going to let you sit in front of the TV the whole time.” Kathy started fishing into the pocket of her jeans. “Here.” She tossed him a set of keys. “Take my car. Give Devon a call. Go into town. Go to the beach. Go do drugs. I don’t care.”


    The keys sat on Ben’s lap. He looked down at them and sighed. “Fine. I will call Devon. I will go into town. I will go to the beach. And I will do drugs.”


    Kathy smiled and winked at her son. “That’s my good boy.”
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    “Bennyboy!” Devon shouted as soon as Ben stepped out of his mother’s black Escalade.


    Devon Haye was seventeen, and, like Ben, spent his summers in East Hampton with his mother.


    That was where the similarities ended.


    Devon had dirty blonde hair and pale blue eyes. He was tall and fit, and to top it off, British. That meant an accent. The total package. Ben had even overheard one of his mother’s friends ogling over Devon at a private party last summer. Something about it would be worth the scandal and jail time if her husband found out.


    But unlike other heartthrobs their age, Devon was either unaware of his immense popularity, or he was aware and didn’t care. Yet another admirable trait—one that happened to pass Ben’s test with high marks.


    Ben and Devon embraced with a quick bro-hug, then stepped back.


    Devon looked Ben up and down. “You look good, mate. Taller.”


    Ben had been a late bloomer, hitting puberty at fifteen. At seventeen, he now stood five-nine to Devon’s six feet, but carried potential—he’d seen pictures of his father; the man was tall.


    “I hope so,” Ben said. “I wouldn’t mind being as tall as you some day.”


    Devon waved a hand at him. “Bah. We walk through a spider web together and I’d be the first to catch the bastard.”


    Ben laughed.


    “So what’s on the agenda for today, Bennyboy?”


    Ben shrugged. “I kinda figured that was more your field of expertise. You seem to know everyone around here.”


    Devon ignored the compliment. “Well we could wander about the village some. There’s a group of lads hanging out over the west end.”


    Ben tried, but could not hide his reluctance.


    Devon spotted it. “It’s all good, Bennyboy. You know I’m not wild about half the dickheads ’round here either. But I’ve met these lads; they’re alright.” He gave Ben a playful punch to the arm while pumping his eyebrows. “Some fit birds down there as well.”


    “Great. I can watch them fawn all over you.”


    Devon snorted. “Emma would string me up.”


    “You’re still seeing her?”


    “Three years and counting. Calls me from London every day. I fancy my bollocks too much to have them clipped before I reach my eighteenth.”


    Ben laughed again.


    “So what do you say, Bennyboy? Shall we head over?”


    Ben smiled. He was starting to feel pretty good about it. “Okay. I’m down.”


    Devon smirked and tried an American accent, all of it coming out like an IQ-challenged southerner who’d just read an outdated book on hip colloquialisms: “Are ya down, home slice? Does that sound fresh and dope to you, dude?”


    Ben tried a British accent, equally horrid as Devon’s try at an American one. “Piss off, ya bloody wanker, you.”


    They both laughed, and as they started heading towards the west end of the village, Ben felt grateful his mom had gotten his butt off the sofa today.




    34


    Ben couldn’t keep his eyes off her. Apparently, neither could anyone else. Boys constantly approached, only to be constantly rebuffed—politely, though; she didn’t come across as a bitch.


    Girls weren’t so subtle in their feelings about this new threat. They huddled and whispered, occasionally shooting glances over their shoulders, studying, judging, envying.


    The girl didn’t seem to care. She sat alone on the bench, cigarette in one hand, a bottle of Diet Coke in the other, looking bored, yet somehow comfortable.


    Ben marveled at this. Her beauty had hooked him, but it was her self-confidence that pulled him into the boat and clubbed him over the head. She was everything he wasn’t. And sadly, this meant he would never have her. So he stopped looking.


    “Fuck me,” Devon whispered to Ben, throwing a subtle gesture the new girl’s way.


    “Who is she?” Ben asked.


    “Don’t know. Someone said she was here with her aunt.”


    Both glanced at her again. She ran a hand through her long blonde hair then tilted her head skywards, eyes closed, taking in the sun. Both arms rested along the back of the bench, stretching out her torso, showcasing a pair of perky breasts in a top that needed no help showcasing. The knockout punch was when she crossed her legs, skirt riding high to accommodate the movement, giving Ben and Devon and whomever a brief but bountiful glimpse at her thighs. She even let one of her sandals fall to the ground without a care, exposing a delicate foot.


    You could practically hear every guy moan, and every girl hiss.


    “Fuck me,” Devon said again.


    “She’s hot,” Ben said.


    “Hot? A quasar is hot, mate.”


    Ben looked at him.


    Devon shrugged. “Took astronomy last semester.”


    A boy joined Ben and Devon. “Are you fucking kidding me with that?”


    “Fancy her, do ya Mike?” Devon said.


    “I don’t know what you mean by fancy, but if you mean would I prefer she be sitting on my face instead of that bench, then yes, I fancy her.”


    “Well go and have a word then.”


    “Already tried.”


    “What did she say?” Ben asked.


    Mike shrugged. “Nothing really. I bummed a smoke from her, then asked her where she was from and all that.”


    “And?” Devon said.


    “Name’s Erin. Said she was from California, here visiting her aunt. She was nice and everything, but that was it, ya know? Just nice.”


    All three boys glanced over at her. Erin was finishing her cigarette then placing the butt in the neck of her Diet Coke bottle. She stood with the bottle and headed towards the nearest trash can, giving everyone a good look at her back. If you asked Ben, it was just as good as the front. He wondered if the sway of her hips was deliberate. It certainly looked like the movements of a woman drawing attention to a great ass, but she had such a confident way about her, Ben felt such transparent means at being noticed contradicted everything else.


    But what the hell did he know? For all he knew, the girl was a tease who played hard to get. The confidence merely an act. That thought made Ben feel a little better. It meant she wasn’t his type. An attention whore. It made knowing he could never have her easier to digest.


    “Seriously,” Mike said, not even trying to hide the fact that he was gaping at her ass, “are you fucking kidding me?”


    Devon laughed. “I know what Mike will be doing tonight.”


    Mike nodded, shameless. “’Til it’s fucking raw, man.”


    “You should take a shot at her, Bennyboy.”


    Ben chuckled with no amusement. “I’d say she’s a little out of my league.”


    “Why not?” Devon said. “Some girls like a shy lad. Gives ’em a challenge.”


    Ben shook his head. “Nah.”


    “Go on,” Devon said. “All else fails you can tell her your mum is Kathy—”


    Ben punched Devon in the chest.


    Mike frowned and looked at Ben. “Your mom’s who?”


    “Nobody,” Ben said.


    Devon chimed in: “She’s nobody, mate. I mean, she’s somebody…she’s just nobody important. Well, no…she’s important, she’s just—”


    “I get it,” Mike said.


    Devon glanced at Ben, gave a quick bump of his eyebrows in apology. Ben smiled back; he knew Devon meant no harm.


    “Why don’t you go talk to her, Devon?” Mike asked. “You got all those girly features chicks love. You lay that sissy accent on her and I bet you’d bang her tonight.”


    Devon smiled. “Such a classy yank you are. I reckon we can add ESP to the young lady’s already stellar list of attributes.”


    Ben laughed.


    Mike frowned. “I don’t get it.”


    Devon put a hand on his shoulder. “I know you don’t, mate.”


    Mike shrugged Devon’s hand off. “Whatever. I’m out.”


    After Mike was gone, Devon said, “You should go talk to her, Bennyboy. What have you got to lose?”


    “Whatever’s left of my self-confidence?”


    Devon shook his head. “You’re too hard on yourself, mate. I wish I could swap eyeballs with you, let you see what I see.”


    Ben was curious. “What’s that?”


    “A hell of a nice guy.”


    “Yeah, that’s what women are clamoring for. Nice.”


    “The ones that are worth it? Take home to mum? Too fucking right. Who wants a girl that’s only into the superficial nonsense? I’d reckon you and I would be rich lads if we had a dollar for every girl that’s been shit on by pretty boys with nothing to offer past the display window.”


    “Unfortunately, a lesson they learn much later in life. Right now, it’s all about what’s in that display window. And we are rich lads. Well…our parents are.”


    “Stinkin’ thinkin’, Bennyboy. Nothing but stinkin’ thinkin’.”


    “Says the guy with the girly features and the sissy accent all the girls want.”


    Devon barked out a laugh and threw his arm around Ben. “What am I gonna do with you, mate?”


    “Buy me something to eat.”


    “Can do.”


    As they headed out, Ben shot one more glance over his shoulder towards Erin. When she smiled and beckoned him over, Ben looked behind him, sure she was gesturing to someone else.


    When he looked back at her, she was smiling wider, nodding and mouthing: Yes you.


    By now, Devon had caught it all. He gave Ben a subtle shove forward and started singing: “Oh Bennyboyyyy…”




    35


    Monica sat in the vast living room of her parents’ home in East Hampton, her parents gone, visiting Europe, or South America, or wherever the hell they jetted off to every few weeks. It was irrelevant either way. They would be gone during the time Monica needed their place in East Hampton, and that was all that mattered.


    Stretched out on one of many grand sofas, Monica dialed a number on her cell.


    A deep male voice answered in Russian. “Privet.”


    “Eto Monica.”


    “Da?”


    “Nu, kak dela?”


    “Khorosho, khorosho.”


    Monica continued the conversation in fluent Russian. The man on the other line kept assuring her everything back at the Pines was good and safe. Monica reminded him what was waiting for them when she got back if they succeeded in keeping it that way. The man groaned into the phone and gave a guttural “Da.”


    Monica shook her in disgust, knowing she would shoot the fucker dead before she ever sucked his dick again. Still, she told him he was doing a good job, and she would be back soon so he and his other two colleagues could collect their rewards.


    The man gave another eager “da” and made no mention of the money Monica had promised—sex, apparently, being the more important of the two. Monica wondered how the male sex had ever achieved such a lofty status with such an inherit weakness. It truly was pathetic.


    If Kelly did her job right tonight, Monica would be on her own. Maybe she would invite a random guy back to the house and cut his dick off.
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    Ben approached her like a kid caught stealing. Head down, posture weak. His confidence, despite the girl’s smile and beckoning, seemed to want to leap out of his throat. God, if he puked…


    “Hi,” she said.


    “Hi.” Just words, no puke. Thank you, thank you…


    “What’s your name?”


    “Ben.” He knew that Mike had said her name was Erin, but he asked anyway. “What’s yours?”


    “Erin.” She slid over a few inches. “You want to sit down?”


    “Sure.”


    Ben remained standing.


    Erin smiled. “Are you going to sit?”


    Oh shit! “Yeah.” Ben took a seat on the far end of the bench.


    Another smile. “I won’t bite, Ben.”


    Ben gave a nervous laugh and scooted closer.


    “I’ve been watching you,” she said.


    “You have?”


    She nodded. “I think you and I have something in common.”


    “We do?”


    “I don’t think either one of us wants to be here,” she said.


    Ben was impressed by her insight. “How did you figure that?”


    “You look as uncomfortable as I feel.”


    Ben was stunned. If this girl felt uncomfortable, what did she look like when she was comfortable? Ooze?


    “I’m okay,” Ben said. “My buddy Devon is cool. It’s just the whole scene I guess.”


    “You mean the notice me! notice me! scene?”


    Ben smiled. “Exactly.”


    “I feel your pain.”


    Ben was still a bit confused. Her words contradicted her appearance and demeanor. She was a beautiful girl wearing an outfit that demanded—and received—attention, yet she claimed she wanted none of it. That she was uncomfortable. When she added the kicker, Ben thought it all had to be a cruel joke:


    “What I wouldn’t give to be vegging at home right now, watching a movie or playing video games. I’m more of a homebody than a social butterfly,” she said.


    Ben nearly stuttered over his words. “You like video games?”


    Erin went into her purse and took out a pack of cigarettes. She offered one to Ben. Ben did not smoke, and normally didn’t care for girls that smoked, but this girl could have lit up a crack pipe and he would have remained on board.


    “No thanks,” Ben said. “What video games do you like?”


    Erin lit her cigarette, exhaled and smiled at him. “You first.”


    “I like Call of Duty. I was able to get an advanced copy of Black Ops. It’s amazing.”


    Erin said, “You have Black Ops?”


    Ben nodded eagerly. “Yup. My uncle was able to hook me up. He’s able to get a lot of advanced copies on games.”


    She shoved him on the shoulder. “Lucky.”


    First physical contact. His stomach fluttered to the point of light-headedness. The next move was his, and fairly obvious. The ability to carry out that move? Highly questionable.


    “You could come by and play it sometime if you want. We can play co-op…or you can play by yourself. I can watch. If you’d rather play by yourself, that’s fine. I can watch. Either way…”


    She chuckled. “Are you nervous?”


    “No—no, no…”


    Erin took a final drag of her cigarette, dropped it to the ground, and stubbed it out with the toe of her sandal. She then took out a stick of gum and folded it into her mouth. “What about movies?”


    Ben vaguely recalled what those were. “Huh?”


    “You have any good movies? A night watching movies and playing video games sure as hell beats hanging with my aunt.”


    The flutter in Ben’s stomach was spreading everywhere. He only prayed he didn’t pitch a tent right then and there.


    “I have a lot of movies,” Ben said. “What do you like?”


    “Horror.”


    Ben was an admitted sissy when it came to scary films. Fortunately, his mom was not. She loved them, and he was positive she had a few lying around the house somewhere.


    “I’ve got horror movies.” Just please, please, please don’t ask me which ones.


    “Awesome,” Erin said.


    Ben just nodded.


    “So…” She gave a coquettish smile.


    The metaphorical angels were on each of Ben’s shoulders. Except these weren’t good angel and bad angel. These were I Actually Have Balls Angel, and Wrong: I’m A Big Pussy Angel.


    The victor should have been obvious to ninety-nine percent of boys his age, but the fear of inadequacy coupled with the safety of complacency made it a fairly even fight.


    And then she touched him again—a hand on his knee—and I Actually Have Balls Angel knocked Wrong: I’m A Big Pussy Angel the fuck out.


    “You want to maybe come over and hang out?” Ben said.


    Erin, aka Kelly Blaine, smiled and said: “Definitely.”




    37


    “Mom, this is Erin.”


    Erin held out her hand. “Nice to meet you.”


    Kathy Lennox took Erin’s hand and shook it. “Pleasure to meet you, Erin.”


    “Are you an actress?” Erin asked. “You look familiar.”


    Kathy nodded. “I am, yes.”


    Erin appeared impressed. “I thought so.”


    “So, are you here visiting, Erin?”


    “My aunt has a place here. I’m staying with her for a couple of weeks.”


    “How are you liking it thus far?”


    “It’s okay. Takes some getting used to.” She turned and looked at Ben. “I’m glad I ran into Ben. He was the only person I felt I could talk to.”


    Ben gave a shy smile. Kathy looked ecstatic.


    “We were maybe gonna go watch a movie or something,” Ben said to his mother. “That cool?”


    “Of course! Yes, yes, go…” Kathy ushered them towards a side door leading out towards the guest house. “Use the guest house; you’ll have more privacy.”


    Ben told Erin to head on out, that he would be right there. When she was gone, he pulled his mother aside.


    “Mom,” he whispered, “do you have any—”


    “Yes—absolutely.” Kathy left the room for a tick, then returned carrying a small box of condoms. She handed them over to her son. “I’m very proud of you for being responsible.”


    Ben looked down at the condoms with disbelief. “Uh…I was going to ask if you had any horror movies I could borrow.”


    • • •


    They only made it halfway through the movie before Erin made her move. Ben was more than happy to let her take lead. He’d hooked up with girls before, but still felt like a novice. He’d kissed and groped, played with some boobs, even stuck a couple of fingers in once, but no one had ever touched him.


    So when Erin took hold of his penis and started to stroke, he came damn near instantly.


    “Oh geez,” he said, mortified. “I’m sorry.”


    Ben expected her to snort and make fun, or perhaps stand up and leave, disappointed.


    Instead, she shocked the hell out of him by pulling him in close, kissing him, and with a big smile, saying: “It’s okay, sweetie; I’m in no hurry.”
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    “So tell me,” Monica said as soon as she and Kelly were in the kitchen the next morning.


    “I won the lottery,” Kelly said. “He came the second I touched his dick. No sex.”


    “Nice,” Monica said, heading towards the coffee maker and pouring herself a cup.


    “I know,” Kelly said. “The guys at Stratton Grove took forever.”


    “Pigs. You want a cup?”


    “Yeah.”


    Monica poured a second cup and set it in front of Kelly. “So would you say things are going according to plan?”


    “Definitely. I’m heading over there again tonight.”


    Monica headed out of the kitchen towards the stairs, talking over her shoulder. “How much longer you think?”


    Kelly grabbed her cup of coffee and followed, talking to Monica’s back as they climbed the stairs. “I’ve already got him. It’s just a matter of the right time.”


    Monica headed down the long hallway, high ceilings and ornate walls. “And when will that be?”


    “You tell me,” Kelly said.


    Monica stopped and opened a door to her left. She stepped inside an extravagant bathroom, Kelly following. “I should be getting the schematics of the house tonight. After that, it’s all about distraction.”


    “What do you—?” Kelly stopped mid-sentence, the sight in the bathtub freezing her. She eventually pointed at it. “What the hell is that?”


    “Fun. Help me lift him.”


    Kelly leaned forward, squinted at the fleshy object hanging out of the dead man’s mouth, then down where the fleshy object was supposed to be. “Is that his…?”


    “Yeah. Come on, grab his legs.”


    “Why don’t you call your people or whatever to do it?”


    “Stop being such a baby. Grab his legs.”


    “Does he explain the black Mercedes in the driveway?”


    “Clever girl.” Monica placed both hands under the man’s head, began getting leverage.


    “Won’t people come looking for him?”


    Monica sighed and dropped the head, the skull hitting the porcelain with a dull thud. She stood upright and faced Kelly. “Do I strike you as the type of person who’s never done this before?”


    Kelly shrugged. “Sorry. What did you mean when you said it was all about distraction?”


    “Just like it sounds. We need to orchestrate the ideal distraction in order to make it work.”


    “What about a party?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “His mother’s having a party this weekend. He invited me.”


    A devilish grin spread slowly across Monica’s face, her eyes glazing over as her mind went elsewhere. “Like another gift from my father,” she whispered.


    “Huh?”


    Monica shook it away. “Never mind.” She turned back to the tub again. “Come on—grab his legs.”
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    Domino answered on the first ring. “What’s up, girl?”


    “Just checking in. I feel bad about the other night.”


    “Forget it.”


    “You were upset. You didn’t seem as upset when you saw the video of Patrick and I at the beach when you came into my room that night.”


    “That stung, but it was bearable. Seeing Patrick and the kids…”


    Amy sighed. “Yeah.”


    “It’s all good though. I’m good.”


    “You didn’t take it, did you?” Amy said.


    “Take what?”


    “The video.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “The video we were just talking about. The one in the park.”


    “Why would I take it?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “When would I take it? You saw me leave that night.”


    “Yeah, I know, I just thought maybe you came back to the house when I was at work. Maybe you wanted to watch it again or something.”


    “I haven’t been by the house since that night. You saying you can’t find it?”


    “No.”


    “It’s not still in the machine?”


    “First place I looked. I had a couple of glasses of wine after you left—thought maybe I spaced and left it in there overnight.”


    “But you didn’t.”


    “No—one of Carrie’s Disney movies was in there.”


    “Well there ya go. Carrie probably set it aside somewhere. Ask her.”


    “I did. She says the DVD player was empty when she put her movie in.”


    “She probably forgot. Probably set it aside without realizing. Next time I drop by we’ll look for it.”


    “I already did, Domino. It’s not here. You sure you didn’t take it? I won’t be upset.”


    “Amy, what possible reason would I have for taking it?”


    She sighed again. “Okay.”


    “We’ll find it, girl.”


    “Okay.”


    “Talk soon?”


    “Yeah.”




    40


    The party was small but extravagant. Kelly spotted a few actors she’d recognized and was happily introduced by Kathy Lennox as “Ben’s girlfriend.”


    Devon had been the only friend of Ben’s other than “Erin” to be invited, and was stopped on a few occasions by guests, asking him what films he’d starred in. When the three of them were eventually alone in the den, Ben said, “Must be nice to be mistaken for a celebrity.”


    Devon waved the comment away. “I’d sooner be a politician than an actor.”


    Kelly looked at Ben. “Is he always that humble?”


    “Sadly, yes. Bastard’s got it all.”


    Again, Devon looked uncomfortable with the compliment. “And yet you’re the one with a beautiful bird on your arm.” He held one arm around an imaginary person and waved the other through the empty space. “I’ve got fuck all, mate.”


    Kelly looked at Ben. “Did he call me a bird?”


    Ben laughed. “It’s a British expression for an attractive girl. It’s a compliment.”


    Devon reassured her with a smile and nod.


    Ben said to Devon, “You could probably have any bird here at the party you wanted.”


    “Bollocks.”


    Kelly looked at Ben again. “You saying I’m not a bird?”


    Ben stuttered. “Uh, no…I just meant—”


    Devon laughed. “It’s the dog house for you, mate.” His head went in all directions. “Any chance we could manage a drink, Bennyboy?”


    “I’m sure if you batted your eyes at one of the servers, they’d get you a beer.”


    “Well then if I must, I must. See you in a bit?”


    Ben nodded and Devon left.


    Kelly stood on her toes and leaned in to Ben’s ear. With a sultry whisper she said: “Let’s sneak out to the guest house.”


    Ben all but picked her up and sprinted for the door.
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    Ben opened the door to the guest house. The lights were out, and as Ben groped the wall for the panel of switches, Kelly said, “Little pigs, little pigs…”


    Ben found a switch, the living room came alive with light, and there Monica stood, gun high and pointed at Ben. “Who you calling a pig?”


    Kelly laughed.


    Ben, hands up since first sight of the gun, turned to Kelly, his face lost. “What is this?”


    Monica said, “It’s called a kidnapping, Ben.”


    Ben turned back to Monica, hands still up. He frowned, repeated the word “kidnapping” as if he’d never heard of it.


    “Yes siree, Ben,” Monica said.


    “I don’t—”


    Kelly swung the lead-filled leather sap and caught Ben behind the ear, just as Monica had taught her.


    Ben dropped instantly, out cold.


    Monica squatted and checked his pulse.


    “He’s alive isn’t he?” Kelly asked.


    “He’s alive.” Monica took two pairs of plastic string cuffs from her bag and went to work on Ben’s wrists and ankles. She then produced a roll of duct tape and started wrapping it around Ben’s head and mouth. “Anyone see you leave?”


    “No. I told him we should sneak out to fool around—like you said. We left immediately without a word.”


    “Good. We need to move him out the patio door through the kitchen, not here. There’ll be zero visibility from the main house if we head that way. Once we’re outside we head east. I have a car twenty yards away. As soon as we’re done, you head back to the party and do your ‘Where’s Ben?’ thing. As soon as mom finds the photo and the cell and realizes what’s going on, you let me know. You still have it?”


    Kelly produced a dime-shaped transmitter from her pocket and showed it to Monica.


    “Good. Just click that when the time’s right and I’ll call.”


    Kelly nodded.


    Monica took an instant camera from her bag, took a few photos of Ben, studied the photos, decided on one, then placed it in the very center of the room so it would not be missed. She then removed a cell phone from her bag and placed it next to the photo.


    Satisfied, Monica headed back to Ben, squatted and placed both hands under his shoulders. She looked up at Kelly. “Ready?”


    Kelly squatted and took hold of Ben’s ankles.


    The front door opened and Devon walked in, holding a bottle of beer.


    Kelly dropped Ben’s ankles, stood and spun to face him. Monica dropped Ben’s shoulders but remained crouched.


    Devon frowned at the scene. “What the fuck is this?”


    Three muffled thumps, and three holes in Devon’s chest. The bottle of beer hit the carpet and bounced once. Devon hit the carpet and did not. His lifeless body lay starfish, face up, eyes open, the three wounds on his chest growing circles of wet red that would soon connect and soak his entire front.


    Monica, still crouched, gun still aimed at where Devon once stood, glanced over at Kelly and said, “Wrong place, wrong time.” She then paused for a few seconds in thought, came to, and donned one of her devilish grins. “I’ve got an idea.”
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    Kathy Lennox was talking to her agent when Kelly approached.


    “Miss Lennox?”


    Kathy immediately gave her son’s new girlfriend her full attention. “Hi, Erin. You and Benny having fun? Steve, this is Erin; Ben’s girlfriend.”


    The agent shook Kelly’s hand and gave a polite smile. He then polished off the rest of his champagne and gestured that he was going to find another. Kathy smiled and nodded him a goodbye.


    Just the two of them now.


    “Have you seen Ben?” Kelly asked.


    “I thought he was with you.”


    “Well he was, but then he and Devon went looking for beer.”


    Kathy didn’t seem bothered by the fact that her seventeen-year-old son and his friend went looking for beer. She seemed bothered that he would leave his new girlfriend to fend for herself amongst a group of strangers.


    She put her arm around Erin and said, “Typical men, right? Come on, we’ll find them. I’ll even pretend to be mad if they’re drinking beer.”


    Kelly feigned amusement and said: “They said they were checking the guest house first.”


    Arm still around her, Kathy guided Kelly through the dining room and into the den, towards the sliding glass door that opened onto a stone path. From where they stood, light could be seen in the living room windows of the guest house, some thirty feet away.


    Kathy pointed. “Bingo.” She guided Kelly along the stone path.


    Kelly started preparing to act shocked and frightened. It was difficult, given how excited she was.


    • • •


    Kathy Lennox entered first. She took a few steps into the room and did not make a sound. Only stared at Devon’s corpse.


    Kelly followed her and immediately screamed. It seemed like the thing to do.


    Kathy grabbed Kelly and pulled her into an embrace.


    “My God,” Kathy said. “My God….”


    An idea came to Kelly. Instead of playing frightened, she would pretend to gather her wits.


    “It has to be a joke, Miss Lennox,” she said, wiggling out of Kathy’s arms and approaching Devon’s body. “Devon,” she said, nudging his corpse with her toe. “Devon, it’s not funny.”


    Devon lay on display in the center of the room like a corpse in a coffin. Legs straight and together, arms folded across his bloody chest. A cell phone and photograph were in his hands.


    Kelly bent and plucked the photo from Devon’s hands. She frowned at the picture, acted confused. “What’s this?” she said, then, turning to Kathy and handing the photo over: “What is that?”


    Kelly felt Monica would have been proud of her “it has to be a joke” improv. It guaranteed Kathy Lennox staying put, receiving the photo firsthand without witnesses. Who’s to say Kathy wouldn’t have freaked, turned and ran at the sight of Devon without first getting a look at the photo? Ran into her party screaming? Ran and called the police?


    With Monica’s plan, those hazardous what ifs were a possibility. True, she had thought of the Devon thing on the spot; they had never planned on killing the boy. But still, shouldn’t those what ifs have occurred to her?


    With Kelly’s quick thinking, it was all but guaranteed that Kathy Lennox would stay put while Kelly inspected Devon, determined to foil the boys’ “ruse.” She would stay put until Devon ultimately did not respond. Until Kelly pretended to discover the picture. Look at it quizzically and with some alarm. Hand it over, gift-wrapped to Miss Lennox. Just the two of them, no witnesses.


    And it had all happened that way. Because of her. She was eager to tell Monica. Observe her reaction. Would it be pride? Proud that her student had done so well? Or would there be a flash of jealousy? Jealous that perhaps her student had done so well…despite her.


    Kelly wasn’t sure which one she preferred. The latter tickled her though.


    Kathy Lennox took the photo from Kelly and pulled it close to her face. She gasped and brought a hand to her mouth.


    Kelly squeezed the dime-shaped transmitter in her pocket.


    The cell phone in Devon’s dead hands started ringing.


    • • •


    Kathy Lennox pulled the ringing cell from Devon’s dead hands. Her voice was unsteady but clear.


    “Hello?”


    “Hello, Miss Lennox.” A synthetic voice. Harsh and metallic. Sex-less.


    “Who is this?”


    “We have your son.”


    “Whatever you want,” she said.


    “Good. Because what we want is rather unusual. Are you paying attention?”


    “Yes.”


    “First, I should warn you about police involvement. We will not tolerate any.”


    “What? You killed my son’s friend. I have to let his parents know—”


    “We did kill him, yes. And it was a quick death. However, if you contact the police, Miss Lennox—and I assure you, we’ll know if you do—then Ben’s death will not be quick. He will die slowly and painfully. It will be filmed. And that film will be mailed to you. Do you understand?”


    Kathy cried out, slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle it, slowly took it away and managed a yes.


    “Good. Perhaps you can remember that in case you feel like interrupting again.”


    Kathy closed her eyes and nodded into the receiver. “I’m sorry.”


    “Second,” the voice said, “you’re going to call Domino Taylor and tell him what’s happened. You’re going to ask for his help. To come to your residence immediately. Please don’t waste my time or your son’s by pretending you don’t know who he is.”


    “I know who he is.”


    “Yes,” the voice said. “Apparently you two have a history—both professional and otherwise. Tabloids can be such a nuisance.”


    Kathy cleared her throat. “I haven’t heard from him in over a year. I don’t know—”


    “How many times have you looked into your son’s eyes, Miss Lennox?”


    “What?”


    “I wonder if we scooped them out and shipped them to you, you’d be able to tell if they were your baby boy’s? Or has being a big shot actress robbed you of too much quality time with Ben? Do you even know what color his eyes are? Tell me now or you’ll get them in the mail.”


    “Brown! They’re brown! My son’s eyes are brown!”


    “Hold on, let me check.” A pause. “Well done, Miss Lennox.”


    Kathy exhaled, closed her eyes and lifted a shaky hand to her forehead. “What do you want? Is it money?”


    “I’ve already told you what we wanted, Miss Lennox.”


    “I—you want Domino? You want him here? That’s it?”


    “For now, yes. Once he’s there—”


    “Why? What does Domino have to do with—?”


    “You really can’t help yourself, can you, Miss Lennox?” The voice drifted from the receiver, its echo now addressing someone close by: “Stick a nail down his urethra.”


    “OKAY! My God, okay…okay…” Kathy pressed a hand to her chest. “You want me to call Domino Taylor.”


    “Correct.”


    “You want me to ask him to come here now.”


    “Correct. First go back to the party. Tell everyone to leave; you’re not feeling well.”


    “And then?”


    “Then you call Domino. Given your history, he should have no problem dropping everything to accommodate you.”


    “Okay…I’ll call him now.”


    “Good. It would be nice to talk to Domino when we call back. Your son agrees.”
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    Domino entered the room and saw the kids huddled in the corner, hiding something.


    “What are you two rascals doing over there?”


    Carrie turned and gave Domino a worried face. “Daddy’s ignoring us.”


    Caleb turned. “He won’t play with us.”


    Domino inched forward, his old friend fear tickling every nerve-ending. “What are you guys talking about?”


    The kids slid apart and pointed down.


    Patrick’s body. Gray and bloated and dead.


    Domino turning east and west to address both kids. Each of them gone now. The room changing, dissolving until it resembles the room in western Pennsylvania where Domino watched Patrick die.


    A sudden hand on Domino’s ankle, the grip strong with panic.


    Domino looking down at his friend—two bullet holes in his chest, blood gushing from his mouth.


    “Don’t let me die, Dom…please don’t let me die.”


    Domino dropping to his knees, putting pressure on the wounds. This makes things worse.


    Blood squirts from Patrick’s nose, his ears, his eyes. Still he pleads: “Don’t let me die…”


    Blood everywhere now. Patrick is only recognizable because Domino knows it’s him.


    “Please, Dom…”


    Domino jerked awake, his body soaked in sweat. He wanted to cry but couldn’t; something like bleach roiling in his chest and stomach was the substitute.


    He reached for his bottle of TUMS on the nightstand when his cell rang again. It was then that all things sleep-muddled began to settle and he realized his phone had been ringing the whole time; it was what woke him. Usually he resented such a thing. Now he was grateful. As the last of his sleep officially faded, he realized it was his personal cell ringing, not his public cell. Maybe five people in the world had this number.


    “Hello?”


    “Domino?”


    “Who is this?”


    “Kathy Lenno—Jane. It’s Kathy Jane.”


    Domino immediately sat up and wiped a hand down his sweaty face. “Kathy? What is it?”


    “I need your help.”


    “I’ve been on leave for over a year now, Kathy. If you need protection I can recommend—”


    “No, it’s not for that. It’s…” She started crying.
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    Amy’s ringing cell flashed Domino’s name.


    “Your usual reservation, sir?” she answered. “Sofa for one?”


    Domino gave a humorless chuckle. “’Fraid not. I’ll be in The Hamptons this evening.”


    “What?”


    “You remember when you asked me if I’d ever gotten involved with a client before?”


    “Yeah. The actress, right?”


    “Right. I just get off the phone with her.”


    “Ooh la la…heading all the way to The Hamptons for a booty call. Gotta admire that.”


    Another humorless chuckle. “Nah, it’s not like that.”


    • • •


    “This sounds strange to me, Domino,” Amy said. “Why would they ask specifically for you?”


    “Don’t know. I’ve pissed off a lot of people in my day. Could be any one of them, looking for some payback.”


    “But why kidnap this woman’s son? Why not just come right for you?”


    “Maybe they didn’t want to come at me head on. It’s kinda smart when you think about it. Head on, I fuck them up. Dig up some emotional collateral and I’ll behave.”


    “Emotional? I thought you slept together once?”


    “We did. But there was something there long before that.”


    “You were falling in love.”


    “Yeah.”


    “So what was the big deal then? Why the scandal?”


    “You don’t get familiar with a client, Amy. Some do—a lot do—but it’s wrong. It affects the job. That was the one and only time for me.”


    “Couldn’t she have hired someone else? Then you two could have kept seeing each other.”


    “Would have never worked. Ever notice how lots of actors fall for their co-stars?”


    “Are you saying you’d have been jealous?”


    “No. Actors fall for one another on the set because they’re constantly together. Only reason Kathy and I fell for each other was because I was her shadow.”


    “And once you decided you couldn’t be her shadow anymore, you knew your work schedules would make any time together seem like conjugal visits.”


    Domino chuckled genuinely this time. “Something like that.”


    “So then what are you supposed to do when you get there?”


    “Don’t know. All she told me was to get there as soon as I could, and that the sons of bitches would be calling—looking to talk to me.”


    “I don’t like this. I don’t like it.”


    “You told me I should think about going back to work.”


    “Uh, I’d say this is a little different, Domino.”


    A pause. Amy eventually said, “This feels like an opportunity for redemption to you, doesn’t it?”


    Another pause. Then Domino said, “Maybe it does.”


    “You think doing this—saving the boy—will put you at peace with what happened to Patrick?”


    A long pause.


    “Domino?”


    “What do you want me to say, Amy? I can’t say no to this. Damn it, girl, I thought you’d be more understanding.”


    “If it were a job? Yes. This? This is something different. You’re going in blind. You have absolutely no idea who these people are or what they’re capable of.”


    “I never do. You think when I sign on with a new client, they hand me the resume of the nut that’s gunning for them?”


    “Don’t make stupid jokes. You know what the hell I mean.”


    “A friend needs me. When you and Patrick needed me, I was there, wasn’t I?”


    Amy gave a long sigh. “Yes.”


    “I gotta do this, girl. Maybe loyalty to a friend isn’t the only reason why. Maybe you’re right about redemption and finding peace with what happened to Patrick. It doesn’t matter; motives are irrelevant now. It’s a job. I’m doing it.”


    “Will you call me as soon as it’s done?”


    “You know I will. Give Caleb and Carrie a kiss. Pizza and a movie on me when I get back.”


    “Just get back; that’s all I want.”


    “Deal. I’ll be calling soon. Take care, sweetheart.”


    “You too.”


    Domino hung up.


    Amy sat at her kitchen table for a long time and stared at nothing.
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    Kathy Lennox sat at her kitchen table with a cup of tea. She’d hung up with Domino a half hour ago. He’d told her he would leave immediately, that he was leaving from Philadelphia, and that if he gunned it, he could be in The Hamptons in about four hours.


    The last of the guests had filed out an hour ago, staff she’d hired for the party not long after that. The only remaining people in the house were Kathy, Kelly…and Devon.


    Kathy had told Domino about Devon, about the warning of police involvement, and asked just what the hell she was supposed to do with a dead teenager in her guest house for who knows how long. Domino had told her to drape a sheet over the boy’s body and leave the place undisturbed until he got there. Kathy had done so, but focused only on the boy’s shoes the entire time. She could not look him in the face.


    Now, sipping her tea and waiting for Domino, Kathy refused to yield to the horrific possibilities ahead. Domino would help. He always helped. He would bring Ben back to her. The incident would soon be a bad memory. Domino would take care of everything.


    Domino.


    A cynical thought snuck its way in.


    Why Domino?


    The kidnappers had said no police. Domino was not police. And so if these kidnappers were as learned and prepared as they seemed to be, then they would know strong odds existed on Kathy contacting Domino without provocation.


    Except there had been provocation.


    The kidnappers insisted she call Domino. It was one of their demands. Why?


    Domino was the archetypical nightmare for bad guys. Kathy remembered a charity function where a group of three men had somehow gained entrance to the event and attacked her in the ladies’ room. Delusional fans who felt spurned by the lack of reciprocation Kathy Lennox had given their numerous letters of love and devotion.


    As if on cue from a film she might have starred in herself, Domino had burst into the ladies’ room just as the first of three men had gone for her. Kathy remembered a frenzied blur. She then remembered seeing all three men on the ground, two unconscious, one moaning, cradling an arm bent in a way it was never meant to bend.


    And of course she’d heard of similar stories from her peers in the business. Hell, everywhere. Domino had once protected Hilary Clinton from a radical, keen on putting a bullet in her during a public function.


    Domino had spotted the man in the crowd the moment the rally had begun. Before the fledgling assassin knew it, a shadow had engulfed him from behind. He was soon cheek to concrete, a heavy knee in the center of his back while not one, but two guns were found and confiscated.


    When Kathy had asked Domino about the incident, he’d shrugged it off, but when Kathy pressed, he eventually said the guy stood out because he never moved his arms. When people are excited, they move their arms. Those who are trying not to be noticed do not. They feel the less movement, the less attention they draw to themselves. Domino shrugged again and added that the opposite was true; in a crowd, it makes them stand out the most—like the guy in the bleachers who remains seated while those around him do the wave. After that, it was just a matter of observation. And it had taken Domino all of a minute before he’d observed enough and started his approach.


    Why on Earth would anyone want a man like that involved in the kidnapping of her son?


    “Miss Lennox?”


    Kathy snapped to and found Erin standing by the kitchen entrance. She looked scared.


    “Yes, sweetheart, what is it?”


    In a sheepish voice: “Can I go? I’m kinda freaked out.”


    Kathy felt for the girl. She also questioned if it was wise for her to venture out alone. The kidnappers had claimed to have eyes everywhere.


    “Of course, sweetheart. But why don’t I call you a car? It’ll come right up to the house—door to door.”


    “I’ve got a car,” Erin said.


    “Honey, I think it might be safer if we called someone to come get you. I don’t like the idea of you walking out to your car alone.”


    “It’s not far. I just…I want to go home.”


    Kathy nodded. “Okay. Will you call me the second you get in?”


    “Yes.” She walked towards the kitchen table, leaned in and gave Kathy a hug. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.


    Kathy hugged back, pulled away and said, “The second you get home?”


    Erin nodded. “I promise.”


    Erin turned and left. Kathy sipped her tea and resumed the excruciating wait for Domino.


    • • •


    Kelly met Monica fifty yards from Kathy Lennox’s house, on a side road, where Monica had said she’d be. She was standing by the trunk of her Lexus.


    “All good?” Monica asked.


    “All good.”


    “I gotta say; I’m a little impressed. Well done, kid.”


    Kelly thought about mentioning her improv in the guest house. That things may not have been “all good” if it wasn’t for this “kid’s” quick thinking.


    She decided against it, and smiled instead.


    Monica popped the trunk. Kelly peered inside.


    Ben, gagged and bound, stared up with frightened eyes. When his eyes settled on Kelly, he frowned and mumbled something into his gag. The upward inflection at the end of his gibberish implied a question.


    “Sorry, loverboy,” Kelly said. “For what it’s worth, you were tolerable.”


    Monica smiled and slammed the trunk just as Ben started hollering into his gag.


    “Come on,” Monica said, “I want to get him situated back in the Pines and then get some sleep before the rendezvous with Domino in the morning.”


    “Where’s the rendezvous?”


    “Diner in Toms River.”


    “When are you going to call and let him know?”


    “Few hours. He should be here from Philly by then.”


    “Why a diner? A public place?”


    “He’ll be less likely to do something irrational in public. Especially when he sees I’m alive, and the one pulling the strings. Fuck, I get wet just thinking about it.”


    “So we’re going to your place in the Pines now? I get to see it?”


    Monica lit a cigarette. “Yup. We won’t be there long though. Just long enough to get your boyfriend fixed up.”


    “What about tomorrow night?”


    Monica exhaled smoke with a grin. “Oh yeah—tomorrow night, you’ll get to see it all.”


    They got into the Lexus.


    As Monica went to start the ignition, Kelly said, “Hold on a sec” and began dialing a number on her cell. When Kathy Lennox answered, Kelly donned the sheepish voice. “Miss Lennox? It’s Erin. I’m home safe.”
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    Domino arrived in East Hampton well after 1 A.M. Kathy had immediately hugged him and started to cry with relief. Domino allowed the hug, but when she started voicing her gratitude between tears, he held her back at arms’ length and insisted she gather herself. It was far too early for gratitude. This was pass/fail—his effort to show would be no consolation later if the boy died.


    “This the phone they said they’d be calling on?” Domino asked when Kathy handed the cell over.


    “Yeah.”


    “The dead boy was holding this along with the photo of Ben?”


    “Yes.”


    “Show me the body.”


    “Shouldn’t we wait for them to call first?”


    Domino held up the cell. “Is there no signal in the guest house?”


    “No, there is. I just—”


    “When they call, they’ll have my full attention. You know that.”


    Kathy nodded.


    “Show me the boy.”


    • • •


    Domino squatted next to Devon’s covered body. A circle of blood had soaked through the sheet Kathy had draped over him. Domino pulled back the sheet. Kathy looked away; Domino leaned forward.


    Three bullet wounds to the chest, all of them grouped tight together. Whoever did the shooting was a good shot.


    Domino covered the boy back up and stood. He looked around until he caught something by the front door.


    “You didn’t move the body?” he asked.


    Kathy shook her head.


    Domino walked towards the front door and studied the flecks of blood on the wall, roughly four feet from the ground. He then squatted, eyes going over the floor. He eventually ran a finger over a faint scuff line on the hardwood.


    Domino stood and went back to Devon, lifted the lower half of the sheet to expose his shoes. He wore dark loafers. The soles were rubber.


    Domino faced Kathy. “He was shot by the front door. Then dragged—” his finger traced a line from the door to the body “—and placed here.”


    “So they were waiting for him?” Kathy asked.


    “Doubt it. You’ve got the drop on a guy, you don’t shoot him the second he walks in the door. Too risky. Who knows who’s following him in? You secure the area first.”


    “So what are you saying?”


    “The kid walked in on it.”


    “Walked in on wha—oh…”


    Domino gave a sympathetic nod.


    “But it all seems like a lot of trouble,” Kathy said. “Wouldn’t they want to get the hell out of here as soon as possible? Why bother moving Devon’s body? Why pose him like that with the picture and the phone?”


    For drama, Domino thought. For flare…Jesus, for fun?


    “Domino?”


    Domino shook it away. “I don’t know why they did it. To get our attention probably. To you let you know they’re dangerous and will follow through on any threats.”


    Beats of silence.


    “Why did you want to see Devon’s body?” Kathy eventually said.


    Domino gave an automated reply so as not to raise any concern. “Just getting a foothold.”


    But he was concerned. Because that foothold told him that when he climbed, he would not be dealing with some crazed radicals he’d roughed up in the past, looking for some payback. He’d be dealing with people who could group their shots with exceptional proficiency when taken by surprise. People who did their homework and planned ahead. People who enjoyed their work a little too much.


    A thought flew at him like a fist. He flinched, frowned and shook his head. No—it was impossible.
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    Domino moved Devon’s body into the cellar of the main house and kept him covered. Kathy periodically wept as she watched Domino’s labor.


    “I can’t believe this,” she said, wiping her eyes. “Just what the hell am I supposed to tell his mother when the time comes?”


    “Whatever you have to. Think about Ben.”


    “You want me to lie.”


    “You’re an actress.”


    Kathy gave him a look.


    “Kathy, now’s not the time to get your back up. This poor kid is gone; Ben is not. When it’s all done, Devon’s mother will understand why you kept it from her as long as you did. Any mother would do the same if it meant saving their child’s life.”


    Kathy dropped her head and nodded. When she lifted her head, she glanced at the sheets covering Devon on the floor. “What am I supposed to do with…the body?”


    “Absolutely nothing. Leave him be.”


    “But won’t he…won’t the body start to…decompose?”


    “It’s cool enough down here that it’ll retard the process some.”


    “Some? For how long?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Domino…”


    “Kathy, people like this don’t want to drag things out. They want what they want as soon as possible.”


    “But we don’t know what they want.”


    Domino only said, “Let’s go upstairs.”


    • • •


    Domino and Kathy sat at the kitchen table with tea, the cell phone by Domino.


    “This is far from typical, isn’t it?” Kathy asked.


    Domino sipped his tea. “It never is.”


    “You know what I mean. Them requesting your involvement?”


    Domino sipped again and conceded. “That’s somewhat atypical.”


    “You have no suspicions? Who it might be?”


    No suspicions, just irrational fears. But he didn’t believe in ghosts. And as Amy put it: “I highly doubt those whackos have any more family…we nailed ’em all.”


    Domino shook his head. “No idea.”


    “Well it’s obvious it’s someone who’s got it in for you and me, right?”


    Domino shook his head again. “Just me. It’s got nothing to do with you.”


    “It sure as hell feels like it.”


    Domino reached across the table and took her hand. “I’m sorry. I was being too curt. I’m sorry.”


    She returned a weak smile.


    The cell rang. Kathy flinched.


    Domino grabbed the cell and stood. He let it ring once more before answering.


    “This is Domino.”


    “Hello, Domino. Long time.” The voice was deep and metallic. A voice changer. Domino expected this. He would listen for word choice and pattern of speech for anything significant.


    “Has it? I wouldn’t know,” he said.


    “Well time can be subjective. I could throw acid in Ben’s face and I’m sure he’d tell you thirty seconds felt like thirty days.”


    Immediate scare tactics. Reminding me what’s at stake and who’s in charge. Placate them.


    “I’m sure he would. What can I do to prevent that?”


    “Do as I say.”


    “Go then.”


    “There’s a diner in Toms River, New Jersey—Ernie’s.”


    “What time?”


    “Tomorrow morning at eleven. Do I even need to go over all the bullshit about coming alone, et cetera?”


    “No.”


    “Good. Eleven tomorrow.”


    “How do I know Ben’s still okay?”


    “What’s that?”


    “How do I know Ben’s still okay?”


    Silence.


    “Hello?” Domino pulled the phone away from his ear and saw that the call had ended. He cursed under his breath.


    “What? What did they say?”


    “They hung up.”


    “So we don’t know if he’s okay? We don’t know?”


    Domino replayed the phone call in his head.


    They’d threatened to throw acid in Ben’s face. If the boy was dead, Domino suspected such a threat wouldn’t have occurred so readily. And the specifics of the threat: In his face. Likely, he or she was looking at Ben as they spoke.


    Domino decided not to share this with Kathy. He felt the brutal specifics of acid in her son’s face was something she could do without. What to say instead though?


    “Domino?”


    His eyes snapped back to Kathy, leaving his train of thought behind. “What?”


    She looked annoyed. “How do we know if Ben’s okay?”


    The phone in Domino’s hand beeped. A text message. He opened it, stared at the picture message, then hit delete immediately.


    “He’s fine,” he said.


    “Who was that? What—”


    Domino held up a hand. “Just take my word for it, Kathy. He’s okay.”


    Domino left the kitchen, taking the phone with him. Hitting delete had spared Kathy, but not him. He’d seen it once, and that was enough to stain. He could not delete the image of Ben tied to a chair, shirtless, his face gone from shock, I’M OK followed by a crude smiley face carved into his chest.




    48


    Up high, the observation deck.


    “This is unreal,” Kelly said.


    Monica lit a cigarette. “I’m not easy to please.” She exhaled with a smile. “I’m pleased with this.”


    “It’s like a game show,” Kelly said, eyes going over more than a dozen monitors, their images highlighting every corner of every room below with brilliant clarity. Now leaving the monitors and going across the table-long control board with its many knobs and levers and microphones. “No, like one of those survival shows.” Taking the last of the observation deck in, she decided on a marriage of descriptors. “Like a twisted survival game show.”


    Monica flicked a switch on the control board. A low hum vibrated from invisible speakers below. She placed her lips to one of the mics, and in her lowest, sexiest radio voice: “Domino’s Demise is filmed before a live studio audience.”


    Kelly laughed as Monica’s voice reverberated all around them.


    Monica killed the speakers and turned in her swivel chair to face Kelly. Smirking, arms splayed in true ta da! fashion, allowing awe for the splendor of her malevolent design, Monica said: “Welcome to my masterpiece.”




    49


    Toms River, New Jersey


    Domino entered Ernie’s Diner at 10:55 A.M. He scanned booths and tables, looking for significant eyes on him. He definitely got glances, some a little longer than others, but nothing major. This was common when Domino first entered a room. He was black, and he was huge. A sight not often glimpsed outside of an arena. Domino had made peace with such perceptions long ago. Even pitied holders of this perception for seeing the world with such limited scope.


    A hostess approached. “Morning. One?”


    Domino smiled and shook his head. “I’m meeting someone. Looks like I’m early.”


    “Two then?”


    Good question.


    “It might be more. Can we get a booth in case?”


    “Of course.”


    The hostess led Domino to an empty booth. He took the side that gave him a clear path to the entrance.


    A waitress approached. “Coffee?”


    “Please, thank you.”


    The waitress smiled and poured Domino a cup. “You’re expecting others?”


    “I am, yes.”


    “I’ll give you few minutes then?”


    “That’d be great. Thank you.”


    The waitress smiled again and left.


    Domino kept his coffee black and sipped, eyes on the entrance. He glanced at his watch. 11:02.


    “Expecting someone?”


    Domino thought it was another waitress, perhaps unaware that he’d already had someone taking care of him. He smiled and looked up, ready to respond. But the waitress slid into the booth and smiled across at him.


    Domino’s face dropped.


    She was not a waitress. She was a ghost.


    The ghost said, “Why don’t we try this again? Hello, Domino. Long time.”


    Domino’s face was now stone. “Hello, Monica. Not long enough.”
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    Monica Kemp lit a cigarette at the table and blew smoke in Domino’s direction. He did not wave it away.


    “You don’t look that surprised,” she said.


    “It all makes sense now.”


    Monica smirked. “Did you suspect?”


    “The thought did occur once or twice.”


    “But?”


    “I dismissed it.”


    “Why?”


    “You were dead.”


    “But you didn’t really believe that. All those nights at Amy’s. All that time with her and the kids. You thought I was coming back, didn’t you?”


    “No.”


    “Then why—?” Monica pulled a sudden face of mock revelation "—ohhh…you were trying to fill a void, weren’t you? A daddy void maybe?” She grinned and drew delightfully on her cigarette.


    Domino’s jaw clenched until the muscles bulged from the hinges like bolts.


    A woman in a booth across from them leaned over. “Excuse me. There’s no smoking in here.”


    Monica held up her cigarette. “Sure there is—look.”


    The woman pulled a face, stood and approached the cashier.


    “I think she’s telling on me,” Monica said.


    “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t reach across this table and snap your neck.”


    “Yikes. Forgot how scary you can be. Okay, one reason…well there’s Ben of course. Don’t want to fail your beloved Kathy like you did Amy do you?”


    “Don’t waste my time pretending like you plan on setting Ben free.”


    Monica blew smoke his way again. “Is that your final answer? You willing to walk away, tell Kathy it was a lost cause?”


    “Alright, let’s have it.”


    “Whoa, that was a quick one-eighty. You really should try and conceal your buttons a little, Domino.”


    “Just go, you crazy bitch.”


    Monica laughed. “You come for a ride with me.”


    “And?”


    “Well that’s it for now.” She slid a set of car keys across the table. “You’re driving.”


    Domino glanced down at the keys. “Where we going?”


    “A romantic getaway. Got me some jungle fever.”


    “Only thing I’d put in you is all the bullets I had.”


    She laughed again. “Such hard-boiled wit at the drop of a hat. I really do wish you weren’t so chock-full of morals. We’d have a blast together.”


    Domino slid the keys back towards Monica. “I’m not going anywhere with you unless I know Ben will be there.”


    Monica glanced down at the keys as if a gift had been returned to her. “Oh I see—you need more proof that Ben is okay? Not much room left on his chest. I suppose we could work something on his face though.”


    Domino reached forward and took back the keys.


    “Smart move,” she said. “May I have your phone?”


    Domino hesitated.


    “Just a precaution, Mr. Taylor, sir. Don’t want you trying to send any texts along the way. Texting while driving is one of the leading causes of accidents these days. Giving drunks a run for their money.” She laughed. “Oh God how I wish Amy was here for that one. The fun I could have with her about dead ol’ drunk driving daddy. You know all about that right? How my father and I made it look like an accident?”


    Domino said nothing.


    Monica’s eyes drifted elsewhere for a moment. In a dream voice she said, “We were so fucking good.” She came to and locked on Domino, the playful demeanor gone for a tick. “I miss my father.”


    Now it was Domino who smirked. “I didn’t miss him—I plunged that knife straight into his fucking throat, first shot.”


    Monica pursed her lips and nodded. “Touché…touché.”


    Domino’s waitress came to the table. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but there’s no smoking in here.”


    Monica only looked at Domino. “We were just leaving, right?”


    Domino looked at the waitress. “I’m very sorry; my friend is from out of town. And yes, we’re leaving.”


    The waitress nodded and left.


    Domino slid his phone over to Monica. She pocketed it.


    “I know you’re armed,” she said, “but please use logic. Killing me before you see Ben is akin to killing him yourself. You’re smart enough to know this.”


    Domino nodded.


    “Shall I take it now, or do you want to wait until we’re in the car?”


    “I’d say the car would be the more discreet choice,” Domino said.


    “I’d agree.”


    Monica stood. “Well then let’s go, big boy. Ben isn’t going to wait forever.”


    Domino stood, and Monica let him walk past. Before she followed him out, Monica paused at the booth across from them and dropped her cigarette into the woman’s coffee.
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    Domino drove Monica’s Lexus toward the Pine Barrens, Monica in the passenger seat.


    Domino’s weapons had been discarded shortly after pulling away from the diner. Only one weapon remained inside the car, and it was Monica’s.


    “This really is more of a metaphor than anything else,” she said, holding up the gun. “You’d be an idiot to try anything before we got there. Still, something tells me you’re the type who needs constant reminding of who’s got who by the short and curlys. Though I must say, I’m more a fan of Brazil myself. Wanna see?”


    “No.”


    “Prude. You this frigid with Amy?”


    Domino glared at her for a second before going back to the road.


    “Oh, so you’re over there almost every night, but you’re not hitting that?”


    Domino said nothing.


    “I’ve been watching you, Domino. You and Amy. You’ve got no secrets from me. Love her new place by the way. Guess the old one had too much of that dead husband vibe about it? Yeah, I imagine it did.”


    His voice low and assured, Domino said, “You’ve got the advantage now; I know that. But if anything happens to Amy and those kids, no advantage will help you. You’ll die. I’ll find a way, and you’ll die.”


    “Oh relax, tough guy. I have no interest in Amy and her little brats. She and I are square in my book. Though she did shoot me twice. But I hold you responsible for that; I know she couldn’t have done it without your help. Yes sir, this is all about you and me.”


    “So this is about me helping Amy kill you?”


    “Nah—this is about what you did to my father.”


    Domino nodded once. “I see.”


    “No—not yet you don’t.”


    “All this on your own?” Domino said.


    “I’ve got help. I’ve always got help. You know that.”


    “More fucked up family?”


    Monica pointed the barrel of the gun at Domino’s groin. “Don’t be mean, Mr. Taylor. I can still get you to do what I want sans cock and balls.”


    Domino smirked.


    “Keep pretending to be confident all you want. If you knew what was in store for you, I think your black ass would be clenching right about now.”


    “So what’s in store for my black ass?”


    “Games of course. Games, games, games.”


    “Holy shit are you people mundane.”


    Monica lit a cigarette and cracked her window. “You know you should be thanking me. You think those three guys you put in the hospital decided to drop all charges out of the goodness of their hearts?”


    Domino cast an eye on her. “So that was you.”


    “Duh—I couldn’t have you locked up on me.”


    “You pay ’em off or fuck ’em? Ah, I’m splittin’ hairs aren’t I?”


    “This from a guy who’s banging his dead friend’s wife.”


    “If you’ve been as vigilant as you say you have, then you’d know that’s not true.”


    Monica shrugged. “Even monkeys fall from trees. You could have banged her when I was on a coffee break.”


    Domino said nothing.


    They entered the outskirts of the Pines.


    “Getting close,” Monica said. “Excited?”


    “Anyone expecting us?”


    “Well Ben of course.”


    “What about your help?”


    “She’ll be there. She’s keeping an eye on Ben.”


    “She?”


    Monica took a drag and smiled, smoke filtering from her nose and mouth as she spoke. “A disciple. She was posing as Ben’s girlfriend. Your girl Kathy was over the moon that her dorky son had finally found someone. She welcomed her into her home with open arms.” Monica started laughing. “It was like handing me a key to the fucking house.”


    Domino didn’t respond, just continued driving deeper into the Pines.


    “You’re going to need to start paying attention soon,” Monica said, flicking her butt out the window. “We’re definitely taking the road less travelled here.” She patted Domino’s thick leg. “Need our privacy.”


    • • •


    Domino had been in remote areas before. Serving for the Marine Corps had taken him many places overseas that appeared uninhabited. Only sudden gunfire would remind them they weren’t alone.


    They were alone here in the Pines.


    Domino killed the ignition and exited the Lexus.


    Monica exited after. “Keys,” she said over the hood of the car.


    Domino tossed them to her.


    “What do you think?” Monica said.


    They stood in a ghost town. Like some relic unearthed in the wake of an apocalyptic war. Dense forest surrounded the town in every direction. The road they’d taken into the abandoned town was makeshift; centuries of neglect had sealed all entry points with pine and foliage long ago.


    One building stood out among the others, its obvious renovation among the surrounding geometry of dereliction the reason. The building was a two-story square of considerable size, yet devoid of character. Its shell stood with purpose, not glamour. Domino knew the interior of that shell was where purpose began.


    “What am I looking at?” he said.


    “For the next few days? Home.”


    “Where’s Ben?”


    “Inside.”


    He faced her. “Show me.”


    She smirked at his defiance. “I intend to.”


    “Show me now.”


    “Or what? You’ll leave? Hurt me?” She held up the gun for him to see, then tossed it to the ground. “I told you it was a metaphor. I wasn’t kidding. We’ve already established the big goose egg of options you have. Stop pretending like you have bargaining power.”


    Domino clenched a fist. “If Ben isn’t in there—”


    “You’ll what? You’ll what?” She grinned at him. “Short and curlys, Dommy.”


    “Fuck you.”


    “Play nice. For what it’s worth, I give you my word that if you continue to be a good boy, you will see Ben. If, however, you feel like being stupid, then Ben will die, you will die, and—wait for it—Amy and Carrie and Caleb will die.”


    Domino twitched.


    “Wow—that really is a sore spot, isn’t it. Didn’t I tell you to try and cover those buttons?” She shrugged. “No point now though, right? I already know where the buttons are. Tell me; is it an ego thing? Or is it more a I’m such a standup guy kinda thing?


    “What I mean is; are your buttons so big when it comes to Amy and her brood because you failed them, and your pathetic male ego can’t handle losing? Or is it because you actually care for them, and feel bad for leaving Amy a widow, and her kids bastards?”


    Domino twitched again, he couldn’t help it.


    “Hmmm…seems like the latter. Though I wonder how much of the former factors in. In moments of reflection, I’d wager it does. And that only adds to the guilt doesn’t it? That selfishness the male ego is all but helpless to?”


    “Monica…?”


    A deep and serious voice, mocking his: “Domino…?”


    “Can we please get started?” He glanced at the building. “I’m eager to finish whatever it is you have planned so I can break every bone in your body.”


    Monica laughed. “Ask and you shall receive. This way please.”
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    Monica led Domino to the side of the building. A solitary steel door. Formidable locks above and below the knob.


    “Your room, sir,” she said.


    “And what’s in there?”


    “I suppose a brief overview wouldn’t kill me. Let’s call this the starter room. For now, your job is to go inside and wait for further instructions from yours truly.”


    “Ben in there?”


    “He’s in the building, yes. The starter room? Negative.”


    Domino took a step back from the door and craned his neck to look over the building’s exterior again. He squinted as he studied its design. He saw nothing he hadn’t seen after his initial survey upon arrival. He decided to fish with queries. “So what is it? A maze?”


    Monica stuck her lower lip out in judgment as she considered his guess. “Mmm…ish. It certainly has some of the attributes of a maze.”


    “Such as.”


    “You may find it challenging like a maze.”


    “How many rooms?”


    “A few.”


    “I make it to the last room, I get Ben, that it?”


    “You truly are brains and brawn, my friend.”


    Blatant lies, he thought. But what use would it be to challenge her on them now? You haven’t even stepped inside yet, gotten a feel for the place.


    “I’m not making any demands,” Domino said. “I know I’ve got no leverage. But even you have to admit that for me to step foot inside this room, without certainty that Ben is actually in the building…”


    Monica nodded. It wasn’t a patronizing nod either. It was as if she expected such logic, and concurred. “Step inside and I will provide you with undeniable truth that Ben is inside…somewhere. But, I should remind you that he’s got someone babysitting him—always. And my eyes and ears will be everywhere once you’re inside. Are these facts a strong enough incentive for you to follow the rules?”


    “They are.”


    “Good.” Monica pulled a set of keys from her pocket and began unlocking the door. “Shall we begin?”


    Domino slid the heavy steel door open and stepped inside the starter room.
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    The heavy steel door slid shut behind Domino. He stood in complete darkness. Three metallic clanks followed—Monica locking him in, securing her catch.


    He had gotten a glimpse of the room while the door was open, and he’d spotted nothing of note. Nothing at all in fact. From that brief glimpse, he could have been stepping into an empty racquetball court. Still he figured it best to stay by the door until light emerged.


    If it emerges, he thought. Is this her plan? To take me out in total darkness? No. No way.


    Trying to crawl inside Monica’s head sickened Domino. Not for the horrifying content therein, no, but for the feeling of connection that resulted from the effort. A twisted bond of sorts between the two.


    It was vital though. Domino knew the crazy bitch too well not to utilize such a thing. And he knew she would not construct…whatever the hell this was, only to throw him into a pit of darkness and kill him straight out. No sport in that. No fun. No game.


    Yes, the bond was there, and it was like bile in his throat. He spit on the floor.


    A sudden square of light on one of four walls. A movie projector, its temporarily white image large, covering nearly half of the sizeable wall.


    The projector was enough to light the remainder of the room. Domino had been correct—it was akin to an empty racquetball court. The smell of new wood instead of plaster one of few exceptions. No wall of glass another.


    The image of white from the projector blinked and went to black. Then to actual footage.


    Ben. Just as Domino had remembered him. Tied to a chair, shirtless, face gone, the words I’M OK followed by the crude smiley face carved into his chest.


    Standing next to Ben was a little blonde-haired girl. Domino guessed her at sixteen. She was smiling, waving at the camera. The disciple, Domino thought.


    The disciple moved behind Ben’s chair, reached around and pulled his mouth upward into a smile face. Ben allowed it, offering no resistance, the flesh of his mouth slack and rubbery. The disciple began manipulating Ben’s mouth some more, a playful voice from the corner of her own mouth accompanying the manipulation. A ventriloquist and her doll. “Hi, Domino. I sure hope you find me!”


    Domino yelled toward the ceiling. “This is bullshit! This could have been shot anywhere!”


    He was surprised when the disciple froze after his outburst, letting go of Ben’s mouth and looking quizzically at the camera.


    She heard me, Domino thought. That means they’re close.


    He looked towards the back of the room, up at the ceiling. Squinted and spotted the projector. Saw an adjacent camera on either side of the projector.


    Maybe not. She’s got this place wired up pretty good. My voice could have been transmitted somewhere via who knows how many speakers. Odds that it could have been transmitted off location? Possible.


    He looked at the wall of film again. The disciple still wore the quizzical look on her face. Her expression was one of communique to the wizard behind the curtain, to her mentor: what to do now?


    Domino studied the surroundings on the film. They appeared similar to his. A giant racquetball court of a room, seemingly empty save for Ben and the disciple and what he guessed to be a fixed camera before them.


    Instinct told him they were close by. His gut told him they were in the building as Monica had said.


    The next bond came instantly, and this too shot acid into Domino’s chest: she would not play the game with zero risk. Because then it’s not a game. It’s cheating.


    The irony of rules coming into play when dealing with a sociopath like Monica was not lost on Domino. But unlike most sociopaths, Monica adhered to a warped sense of right and wrong. Earning something was right. Charity was wrong. Domino had witnessed the same behavior in Monica’s father. At one point during their encounter, Domino had been helpless. Her father could have killed him easily. Instead, he’d chosen to help Domino out of his bind and make their life and death battle a contest. No charity given; none asked for.


    There was no reason to think his situation now was any different. Ben was here, in the building. Domino knew it, and he spat bile once again.


    “You are going to clean that up I hope?” Monica’s voice overhead from powerful speakers.


    Domino looked up at the ceiling. “If I get around to it.”


    “To answer your question; I assure you that what you are witnessing is a live feed from somewhere inside this building. Kelly? Would you mind proving it to, Mr. Taylor, please?”


    The disciple, Kelly she called her, walked towards the camera until her torso obscured all. Sounds of fiddling. The camera then shaking as it moved from its fixed position, heading towards a door in the room, Kelly directing.


    Kelly’s hand coming in from the side of the screen, opening the door. Sunlight coming in fast, the image bleached for a few seconds. When it all settled, Domino saw Monica’s Lexus he’d driven into the Pines, parked before the building, maybe fifty yards away.


    Domino’s mind became a sudden blueprint. The exit to Ben’s room was by the front of the building. This would make his room closer to Ben’s than he’d imagined. If Ben was to be the final room, wouldn’t he be positioned further away?


    But it’s square, he thought. The building is square. The rooms are likely all connected, but not in a straight line; it isn’t structurally possible.


    So we’re joined in a square, like spaces on a game board. Ben and I the pieces.


    Kelly came back inside, closing the door behind her, sunlight gone with a final bang of the door slamming shut. The image on Domino’s wall bouncing again as Kelly placed the camera back in its fixed position—on Ben.


    Kelly moved behind the chair again. Manipulated Ben’s slack face into another smile then waved goodbye into the camera. The image went from all black to all white after that, the white remaining, offering Domino decent light of his surroundings.


    “Happy?” Monica’s voice asked from above.


    “Satisfied,” Domino said to the ceiling.


    “Good.”


    The projector clicked off, and Domino was in darkness once again. Then a burst of light that made him squint and shield his eyes.


    The room was completely lit now, no secrets. Four huge walls, all of them a beige wood. Two doors: the one he’d entered, and the one directly across from it, on the opposite side of the room. The ceiling sported what he’d already seen: cameras. She was watching him. He saw no speakers, but the power and clarity of her voice told him they were there. He also knew she could hear him. Speakers and transmitters.


    Another curious note about the ceiling—a solitary square the size of a small door, smack in the ceiling’s center. It reminded Domino of a door-ladder leading up into an attic. Was she up there?


    “So this is the starter room,” Monica said. “Thoughts?”


    Domino shrugged. “Kinda blah. You might want to consider a decorator.”


    He heard her laugh. “Yeah, my contractors aren’t much for interior decorating, but they’re extremely good at what they do. I’m very pleased with the final result.”


    “Did they know what they were building?”


    “Oh yes. As much as I hate to say it, seeing as you zinged me on it in the car, money and pussy can buy most anything in this world.”


    “Apparently not self-respect.”


    Another laugh. “That was pretty good. Anywhooo…I pay my contractors well. When they were finished here I offered them an additional fifty grand each.”


    “That was nice of you.”


    “No, no—it wasn’t for the job they’d already done. It was for something new.”


    “A pool?”


    “There’s that hard-boiled wit again. I love it. No—I offered them fifty grand each to beat you to death.”


    The locks started to clank on the steel door at the opposite end of the room.


    “…An extra twenty to the one who can remove your head and bring it to me.”


    The heavy door slid opened. Three men entered the room, all solid. One of them carried a large hammer.


    “…No easy task when all you’ve got is a hammer and your bare hands. Remember, boys, the head has to be intact. No money if it’s all mashed up and gross.”


    The three men spread themselves out in triangle formation, began inching forward, the one with the hammer at point. The steel door behind them slid shut with a boom. Three rapid clanks from the locks followed, sealing them in.


    “…Aw hell, you know what? Just bring me that big melon of his; I don’t care how it looks.”


    The man at point lunged forward.
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    Domino had been attacked with knives and blunt objects countless times. He’d learned early on—and more than a few scars later—that fancy wrist locks and the like were better left in movies, where they actually worked.


    As far as Domino was concerned, the only thing that did work in these situations was to attack the attacker—and keep on attacking until they were out cold or dead.


    The man with the hammer lunged. So did Domino. They collided, Domino’s movement jamming the man’s attack. Domino fired off three headbutts in rapid succession, the third and final dropping the man to the floor in a daze, the hammer falling from his grasp.


    The second man dove for the fallen hammer. Domino saw it coming and kicked the hammer away. The man skidded on his stomach, hands outstretched to where the hammer had been. He looked up almost apologetically at Domino. Domino stomped on his face and put him to sleep.


    The third man adopted a shaky boxing stance, began circling Domino. He was shouting in Russian to the dazed man on the floor who’d held the hammer. “Vstavay! Vstavay!”


    Domino spoke Russian. The man was urging the other to get up and help him. Domino glanced back at the dazed man—he was on one knee, struggling to find his feet like a drunk who’d toppled over.


    Domino took three powerful strides towards the dazed man and punted his head like a football. Two men sleeping now.


    “Vstavay!!!”


    “Tebe Pizd’ets, suka,” Domino said.


    The man froze, hands still up in his lame boxing stance, a look of disbelief and fear on his face.


    You’re fucked, bitch, Domino had said.


    The man, perhaps desperate to get it over with, charged forward with a wild haymaker that Domino saw coming weeks ago.


    Domino rolled the punch off his left shoulder and came back with a short right to the jaw. The man was in dreamland before he hit the floor. Fell face first and started twitching.


    Domino bent and rolled the man onto his side so he wouldn’t choke on his own tongue. He then looked towards the ceiling. “Alright? We done now?”


    “Not quite,” Monica’s voice echoed from above. “If thou desire the key to what lies ahead, thou must make sure all ye Russians are dead.” She laughed. “I just made that up on the spot.”


    Domino looked at all three men, scattered and unconscious. He looked back up at the ceiling.


    “They were going to kill you, Domino. And have you forgotten about poor Ben? What the lovely Kathy will think if you failed her as you did Amy and Carrie and Caleb?”


    “Why don’t you just come on out from wherever the fuck you’re hiding and we’ll settle this now?”


    “You want me to come down there and fight you one on one?”


    Domino splayed his hands.


    “You just beat three big men—one with a fucking hammer—in less than a minute. You think I’m itching for retard of the year?”


    “So is that your elaborate plan then? Keep sending guys in here to fight for you until one of them beats me?”


    “Of course not. I told you this was just the starter room. And you’re still not leaving until they’re dead. I’ll leave you in there as long as it takes. I’m sure you know about the rules of three when it comes to survival, Mr. Marine.”


    “Yeah, so?”


    “Well you’ve got the first one covered—three hours without shelter to maintain body temperature. And you needn’t worry about the next one—I wouldn’t stoop so low as to rob you of air for three minutes. How anti-climactic would that be?”


    One of the three men began to stir. Monica continued.


    “And depriving you of food for three weeks would become irrelevant if the last rule came into play. How ’bout it, Domino? Think you can go three days without water?”


    Another man stirred. Monica went on.


    “Looks like they’re waking up, big man. How ’bout we add a new rule to the rules of three? Yes, I like this…” A pause. “Okay, here’s the complete list: you can’t go without shelter for three hours. You can’t go without air for three minutes. You can’t go without water for three days. You can’t go without food for three weeks. Aaaand…you can’t go into the next room unless three Russians are dead.” More laughter.


    All three men were awake now. Dazed and disoriented, but awake.


    “I’d hurry up about it if I were you,” she said. “They’d be easy pickings right now. You want them getting a second wind?”


    “Does getting that key to the next room bring me closer to Ben?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “How about you?”


    “How about me what?”


    “Closer to you?”


    “Maybe.”


    Domino went towards the discarded hammer, grabbed it, and crushed the skulls of all three men one by one.


    “Give me the fucking key.”
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    “That was cold-blooded, Mr. Taylor.”


    Domino dropped the bloodied hammer and looked up at the ceiling. “Key.”


    A clanking sound from above. Gears churning? Domino readied himself for anything.


    The square of ceiling that looked like a door-ladder began sliding open, the sound of gears continuing their churn.


    An empty square in the ceiling now. Unfortunately, no ladder had descended. A tumbling sound like something bulky down a laundry chute, and a small, white canvas sack dropped from the ceiling and landed at Domino’s feet. A smiley face emblem was on the bag.


    “Gonna open it?”


    Domino looked up at the empty square on the ceiling. Gears had already started clanking and churning again as the square door began sliding shut.


    He picked up the sack. Thick white string looped and tied into a modest knot cinched the sack tight. Domino loosened the string, opened the sack, and dumped the contents onto the floor.


    Two items popped free: a ring of keys, and a bottle of water. Domino bent and snatched the keys. He ignored the water.


    “Not thirsty?”


    “You think I’m going to put anything in my body you give me?”


    “Rules of three, Domino. Three days without water…”


    “I’ll drink my own piss.”


    “Until you can’t piss anymore.”


    “I’m not drinking anything you give me.”


    “Do you really think I would poison you so soon? You only just finished the starter room. What the hell kind of fun would that be?”


    Domino bent and grabbed the bottle of water. He walked over to one of the dead men, opened the bottle, poured the contents all over the dead man’s face, then tossed the empty bottle into the corner, its hollow plastic bouncing with a clack before rolling to a stop.


    “See?” Monica said. “His face didn’t melt. You could have drunk that.”


    Domino gripped the keys and headed towards the next door.


    “This next room might be a little less exciting than the starter room,” Monica said, “but I’m wagering it will be far more taxing. You like working out, right?”
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    The ring of keys held three, one for each lock either above or below the door handle. It took Domino a little more than a minute to figure out which went where, but before long the steel door was open, the second room in Monica’s maze his prize.


    Domino stepped inside. The room was not as initially dark as the starter room had been. It was dim, but reasonably lit, enough for Domino to do a quick scan.


    He didn’t need to scan much. A solitary treadmill stood in the center of the room. That was it. The room was warm too—warmer than the starter room had been.


    Domino approached the treadmill. It appeared top of the line, something a high-end gym would carry. Domino ordinarily had no time for treadmills; he preferred running outdoors.


    The steel door behind him slid shut with its heavy boom, the clanks of the metal locks immediately following. The locking process seemed as rapid and as rhythmic as just prior, when the three men had entered to kill him. This was telling to Domino. Hands sliding a heavy door shut and then handling keys would not be so quick and cadenced; they would not bang home each lock with such swift and routine precision the instant the door closed.


    When Monica had first locked Domino into the starter room, there had been no clank! clank! clank! of the locks the moment the door was closed. And she had slid the door closed slowly, certainly not with the sudden bang of the last two. There had been pauses between locks, perhaps a fumble as she tried for the next key. This told Domino that some of the doors and locks were automated, controlled elsewhere. It scratched the idea of charging for one of the doors mid-lock, hoping to muscle it open against whoever was doing the locking on the other side.


    But the final door? The one in the room that held Ben? The one that apparently led outside to the Lexus? Little Kelly had opened it with one hand holding a video camera. It seemed a regular door, not some heavy-duty thing out of a dungeon. He could muscle that open—if he got that far.


    Domino had no illusions of Monica wishing him a fond farewell should he finish her maze of crazy and reach Ben. He was not supposed to finish. He was supposed to die. Ben too. Monica may adhere to warped principals of right and wrong when it came to playing her games, but it still didn’t mean she liked to lose.


    These truths were not harrowing to Domino. They were in fact, helpful. No false hope. He knew his position, knew his odds. He would continue to play her game, would not give in (no fucking way), and he would eventually find a way out for both he and Ben. This was no inner pep talk; this was fact.


    Oh, and he would also pull Monica’s heart from her chest before leaving. This too was fact.


    The speakers above hummed before: “How’s your cardio?”


    Domino rested a hand on the treadmill. “What is this?”


    “A treadmill, dummy.”


    Domino glared upward. A drop of sweat rolled into his eye and stung. He dropped his head and wiped his eye with the back of his hand. Then wiped his beaded forehead with the bottom of his shirt.


    “Getting toasty down there?”


    Domino had noticed when he first entered the room, and it was more apparent now. The room was getting warmer. The smell of new wood coupled with the increasing dry heat was like a sauna. Monica’s next words were as if she’d gotten Domino’s memo at precisely the same time.


    “Think of it as a big ol’ sauna. Good for the pores.”


    “So what’s the deal then? I run until I can’t run anymore?”


    “Uh, no—you run until I say you can’t run anymore.”


    Domino glanced up at the ceiling. “You gonna come down here and make me?”


    A giant image appeared on one of four walls again, the image facing the treadmill head-on. The scene was familiar: Ben tied to a chair, both wrists and ankles bound, still shirtless, still the handiwork carved into his chest and on full display. He was not gagged with cloth as he’d been before—a large rectangle of duct tape had been placed across his mouth, sealing it shut entirely.


    The disciple, Kelly, stood behind Ben as she’d done before. Both arms were behind her back.


    “Kelly?” Monica said. “Will you ask Domino to get on the treadmill for me?”


    Kelly whipped a large plastic bag out from behind her back. She held it before the camera like a magician would their honest prop to the audience. The plastic bag was clear.


    Kelly pulled the bag over Ben’s head and yanked backwards, the bag molding to Ben’s face, distorting his features yet emphasizing the boy’s panicked urgency to breathe. The clear plastic had not been a random choice.


    Domino leapt onto the treadmill, looked down at the control board and started mashing random buttons.


    Nothing happened.


    He looked up at the movie on the wall. Ben was still suffocating inside the bag, his huge white eyes crying out, a plastic bubble by his nose inflating and deflating rapidly, Kelly behind him doing the deed, smiling, occasionally giggling as she fought Ben’s attempts to shake the bag.


    Domino mashed more buttons. “I can’t get the fucking thing to work!” He looked up at the movie. “Make her stop! Make her stop!” Back down at the control panel on the treadmill, mashing more buttons. “I can’t get it to fucking work!!!”


    “You can stop, Kelly,” Monica said.


    Domino looked up instantly. Kelly removed the bag from Ben’s head. Ben’s nostrils flapped and farted as he desperately sucked oxygen through the little holes of his nose.


    The treadmill began to beep. The strip of machine beneath Dominos’ feet began to move. Slow at first, then gaining modest momentum. A brisk walk.


    His anger had raised his body temperature, but Domino knew the room was getting warmer. As for the treadmill, he knew that too would only get worse.
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    Thirty minutes on the treadmill. The brisk-walk pace had remained, but the room was growing hotter. His clothes were soaked through with sweat. He thought about the bottle of water he’d dumped, regretted not taking it for only an instant, then pushed on. He would drink his damn piss before giving Monica the satisfaction. Drink it down and smack his lips towards the cameras in the ceiling as if he’d just sampled the finest of wines.


    Until you run out of piss, she’d said.


    I won’t. And if I do, you’ll be long dead, bitch.


    “How you doing down there?” Monica asked. “You’re looking a little…moist.”


    Domino said nothing. He kept his head down and walked on.


    “Wanna see your buddy again?”


    Domino’s head popped up. The movie on the wall appeared once more. Ben was there, same situation as before. Kelly the disciple stood beside him, both arms behind her back. He knew she was holding the plastic bag, waiting.


    Domino gripped the rails of the treadmill to steady himself before looking at the ceiling. “What’s this shit?” he panted out.


    “Incentive,” Monica said.


    “I don’t need any more incentive. I get it.”


    The treadmill started beeping again.


    Domino dropped his head towards the treadmill’s control panel. A row of digital smiley faces began running across the rectangular screen like celebration technology at a ballgame.


    The speed of the treadmill started to increase. No more brisk walk; Domino was jogging now.


    “Still good?” Monica asked. “Let me know when you want to quit. No shame in losing, Domino. I’m sure Kathy would eventually forgive you. Amy forgave you for Patrick, didn’t she?”


    Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you…


    More beeps. The speed increased. He was almost running, the exertion and dry heat burning his lungs and throat like foreign smoke.


    “I don’t know, folks, he’s looking a little weary to me…”


    More beeps. Full-on running now. The dry heat no longer like smoke down his throat, but fire.


    “…can he gut it out, or will the great Domino Taylor fail yet another beloved friend?”


    Fuckyoufuckyoufuckyoufuckyoufuckyoufuckyou—


    Purple dots flashed in his periphery. He knew those purple flashes well, had experienced them countless times before in the Corps during bouts of extreme training—right before he blacked out.


    If you black out he’s dead, if you black out he’s dead, if you black out—


    Domino blacked out. He dropped face-first on the treadmill and skidded backwards under the machine’s belt where he tumbled onto his side.


    “He’s down!” Monica cried. “Domino Taylor is down!”


    Domino instantly came to and tried getting to his feet. The purple flashes were still there and knocked him back on his ass—down but not out this time.


    The sound of muffled cries. Domino looked up at the movie on the wall, saw Ben being suffocated by the plastic bag, Kelly loving it.


    Domino roared and stood. The treadmill was still running at top speed. He gripped the rails of the treadmill and placed his feet on the edges, safe from the sliding belt. He needed to time it just right. Hop on too fast and he’d be taking another spill.


    Don’t think, just go.


    He did, and he caught the momentum of the belt just right—he was running again.


    “Now take it off!” he screamed at the wall, afraid to look at the ceiling, his head still fuzzy. “Take it off!!!”


    Kelly pulled the plastic bag off Ben’s head. Again his nostrils flapped and farted as he struggled to breathe. When his breathing eventually settled, Ben started to cry.


    “And there it is,” Monica said. “Funny, it always seems to happen like a switch. One second you’ve got the blessed anesthesia of shock to keep you sane, the next you’ve got no choice but to stay awake for your own surgery. The psychological aftermath of something like that can be huge, right? Domino, right? Domino?”


    The prodding finger of her patronizing queries was insufferable. He ran harder, hoping his body’s relentless protesting would be the only thing he knew.


    “I wonder if he’s even worth saving,” Monica continued. “For all you know, he’s already gone, ya know? Domino? Maybe he’s already gone? Like Patrick? Domino? You listening? Gone like Patrick? Domino?”


    Domino leapt from the treadmill, stumbled and rolled. Feet steady beneath him now, he turned and picked the machine up like a rampaging giant would a house, whirled and flung the treadmill away, the machine hitting the wall behind him with a heavy crack and a clang.


    He didn’t stop there. Like the rampaging giant, he descended upon his target and began stomping it, destroying it, his profane mantra preceding each stomp. “Fuck you!” Stomp. “Fuck you!” Stomp. “Fuck you!” Stomp.


    He only stopped when his breath left him. Domino dropped to his knees and hung his head before the battered treadmill. Slowly he turned towards the wall that held the movie, the dawning realization of what his rage had possessed him to do preparing him for the worst.


    He wiped sweat from his dripping brow, his vision swimming from both exertion and heat. He did not see the bag over Ben’s head. He saw Kelly watching, wide eyed, stunned at the scene she’d just witnessed. Ben too, though Domino was sure he also saw despair in the boy’s startled eyes, that his monstrously selfish outburst had all but signaled the end—thanks to you, Domino. Thanks to you.


    Kelly broke her daze and immediately went to drape the plastic bag over Ben’s head.


    “No,” Monica said.


    Kelly froze, hands holding the bag suspended in air. “No?”


    “No. This room is done.”


    The ceiling opened and the familiar white sack with the smiley face fell to the floor.


    Domino got to his knees and slowly approached the sack. He opened it and found the same as he’d done before: a ring of keys, and a bottle of water. He wanted the water more than he wanted air, but he would not take it. He hadn’t forgotten who he was dealing with. Monica may appear to be showing some sort of mercy now, but Domino knew that it was leading to a greater purpose. Cheese was all it was. Her mercy was nothing more than cheese for a two hundred and fifty pound African-American mouse.


    And he would take her cheese. He would take it and endure until he found a way, all the time wary that with each piece taken the iron bar may snap down across his back at any moment. Or more accurately, whenever she felt like it.


    • • •


    Up high in the observation deck, Monica smiled as she watched Domino open the bottle of water and dump it out. She lit a cigarette, leaned back, and smiled some more, thinking about his unexpected meltdown. And it was indeed unexpected—at least this soon.


    It was all going so well.
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    Domino entered the third room. The steel door slid shut behind him. All three locks clanked in rapid succession immediately after.


    Yup—automated.


    He stood in total darkness. Before the door had slammed shut, he spotted a thick rope hanging in the center of the room.


    The speakers hummed, and Monica was on a second later. “Hey there, cuddly bear. Kelly and I still need to prep this next one. You mind hanging on for a little bit? I know Ben won’t mind.”


    Domino thought of the rope he’d seen in the center of the room. Hanging on, she’d said. Ben won’t mind.


    Did she mean to hang him somehow? Hang Ben? Her choice of words was not accidental. They seldom were.


    He walked forward in the darkness, arms outstretched and moving in small circles, searching for the rope. When he found it, he gripped it tight and let his hands study his find.


    Gym rope was the first thing he thought. Exactly the type of rope you climbed in gym class as a kid. Thick braided fibers pretzeling around one another until one hell of a sturdy rope was formed. He’d seen dozens of similar ropes on obstacle courses in the Corps. The design could support a moose for weeks on end.


    Was he the moose? What about Ben? He was no moose. The kid was what? A hundred and fifty pounds? You wouldn’t need rope this strong to hold him. Domino either for that matter.


    To climb maybe? She’d worked him out in the previous room, why not here? Make him climb up and down the rope like a damn chimp until she was satisfied.


    And what would be the threat to Ben for the duration?


    (“…hanging on…Ben won’t mind.”)


    She IS planning to hang him. If I fall from the rope, she’ll hang him until I get back on and start climbing again.


    Whatever it lacked in originality, it surely compensated in cruelty.


    When the lights came on, and Domino eventually got the whole picture, cruelty fell into a pit of uselessness along with every other word.


    There were no words to describe the task before him.
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    The lights came on. Domino’s eyes followed the rope toward the ceiling. It was not fixed or bolted at the top, but attached to a pulley system, like something you’d use to hoist bales of hay up into the loft of a barn.


    Except he didn’t know where the barn was. The pulley system ran along the top of the ceiling and then disappeared into a hole in the wall. The “bales of hay” could be in the next room, or they could be somewhere outside, depending on how long the rig was. He didn’t know.


    “Sorry about that,” Monica said, her voice still emanating from who knew where. “Needed a little extra prep time.”


    Domino scanned the remainder of the room. Nothing, just him and the rope. “So how’s this one work?” he said.


    “Surprised you’re eager—seeing as you quit on the last one.”


    “I didn’t quit.”


    “No? Sure looked like it from where I’m sitting.”


    “Maybe you’re too far away. Come closer.”


    “Nice try. Besides, I’ve got business to attend to here. We’ve got our first ever caller waiting on the line…” A pause, a click, and then: “Go ahead, you’re live.”


    “Hello?” A woman’s voice.


    “Hello!” Monica said cheerfully. “Who am I speaking with?”


    “I was told I’d be speaking with Domino Taylor?” the woman said. “I was told you had information about my son?”


    Domino’s head jerked towards the ceiling, eyes wide with surprise.


    “Your son is Ben, is that right?” Monica asked.


    “Yes, that’s right.”


    “Kathy!” Domino yelled. “Kathy, hang up the phone!”


    “She can’t hear you, Domino.”


    “Kathy, hang up the fucking phone!!!”


    “And this is Kathy Lennox?” Monica asked. “The actress?”


    “I—I’m sorry, is Domino there?”


    “Yes, he is.”


    A pause. “Who is this again?”


    “Are you, or are you not, the Kathy Lennox?” Monica asked.


    “I’m hanging up…”


    The reverb of a new speaker hummed.


    “We’ve got Domino Taylor with us now. Domino?”


    Domino bit his cheek until he got blood.


    “Domino?” Kathy said.


    “He’s here, Miss Lennox—I can see him.”


    Domino spit blood on the floor. “Hang up the phone, Kathy.”


    “What’s going on? Is Ben okay?”


    “He’s fine; just hang up the pho—”


    “Evidently,” Monica broke in, “Mr. Taylor and I have differing opinions on the definition of okay.”


    “What? Domino, what the hell is going on? Where are you?”


    “Kathy, please, just hang up the phone.”


    “The reason, Miss Lennox, I’m having you joining us here today is because I think you can be of great value to Domino’s current predicament.”


    “Kathy, don’t listen to her. Hang up now. Do you hear me? Hang up—”


    The new speaker died.


    “—now.”


    “Domino?”


    “I’m sorry, Miss Lennox, it looks like Mr. Taylor has quit on us. Which brings me to my previous statement about assisting in Domino’s current predicament.”


    “I’m not understanding any of this.”


    “Plain and simple; Domino is a quitter. Only moments ago, he had the opportunity to save your son’s life by running on a mere treadmill.”


    “What?”


    “It’s true, Miss Lennox. Instead of running, he decided to throw a tantrum and break the treadmill, thus opting to watch your son slowly suffocate.”


    “Oh my God,” Kathy said. “Oh my God, is my son…?”


    “Dead? No, no. Though I do believe you have me to thank for that. Technically, he should be dead—seeing as how Domino broke the rules—but in the end I spared him. It was close though.”


    Kathy started to cry.


    “Now come on, Miss Lennox, I don’t need two quitters on me today.”


    Domino paced the room like a madman in his cell, Monica’s last string of dialogue making him hammer a fist into one of the steel doors with a resounding boom.


    Monica clicked over and addressed him. “You break your hand on that door and it’s only going to make your next job that much harder.”


    “FUCK YO—!”


    She clicked back to Kathy Lennox. “Now, Miss Lennox, in order to help Domino with—”


    “You’re one of the kidnappers,” Kathy interrupted, voice cracking. “You have my son.”


    Monica paused. “I…honestly don’t know what to say. Did you really just figure that out?”


    Kathy started crying again.


    “Anyway,” Monica continued, “I have a series of questions for you, Miss Lennox. Please answer them quickly and honestly. Domino will be listening, as I believe this benefits him as well.”


    Domino stared at the ceiling, waiting, heart pounding from adrenaline and exhaustion. His head ached like a hangover.


    “Your son nearly drowned when he was eight, didn’t he?” Monica asked.


    “I…where did you—?”


    “Quickly and honestly, Miss Lennox.”


    “Yes.”


    “Your ex-husband was supposed to be watching him?”


    “Yes.”


    “Those rock stars do enjoy their heroin, don’t they?”


    “Yes.”


    “A lot of it was kept out of the papers—your ex had a good lawyer I imagine—but I was able to dig a little. Ben nearly drowned in a hot tub of all places, that right?”


    “Yes.”


    “A necklace Mr. Heroin had given him got caught in the suction at the bottom of the tub?”


    “Yes.”


    “Funny, I’d heard of that happening to people before. It’s not as uncommon as some might think.”


    Kathy said nothing.


    “How long was he under for?”


    “We’re not really sure.”


    “He had water in his lungs.”


    “Yes.”


    “So long enough.”


    “Yes.”


    “Mr. Heroin’s girlfriend found him?”


    “Yes.”


    “Were you two still married at the time?”


    “Yes. I was away on location.”


    “Shooting a film?”


    “Yes.”


    “So he’s fucking someone while you’re away, and nearly killing your son.”


    A brief pause. “Yes. What does any of this have to do with—?”


    “You know what I think must have been most terrifying for Ben? Being so close to the surface, yet still drowning. Seeing freedom—hell, probably being able to reach up and touch it, kick at it—but being unable to do anything about it. Drowning in only a few feet of water.”


    “What the hell is your point?”


    “Does he remember the incident well?”


    “Yes.”


    “Is he afraid of the water?”


    A pause, then an obvious lie. “No.”


    “No? He looks pretty fucking scared to me.”


    The movie started on the wall behind Domino. He spun and faced it. When he heard Kathy’s scream, he knew that somehow, she was watching too.


    Ben dangled from a harness above a tank. The tank was glass, the shape of a large cylinder, about eight feet high and filled to the top with water. Ben’s wrists and ankles were bound in chains, the chains around his ankles attached to a weight the size and shape of a black bowling ball. The harness was like a parachute attached to his back. Ben was not gagged as he’d been for all prior events. His mouth was free, and he was sobbing. Kelly stood next to the tank. She waved into the camera. “Hi, Miss Lennox.”


    “BEN! OH MY GOD!”


    Ben lifted his head when he heard the voice over the speaker. His body turned slightly in the harness. “Mom?”


    “OH BENNY, OH JESUS GOD…”


    “Mom?” His tears paused with curiosity.


    “She’s not here, Ben,” Monica said, “but she can see you. She can see Domino too. At least she should be able to. Hold on a sec…Kathy, can you see Domino now?”


    Domino spun away from the film on the wall and looked at the ceiling. He waved his arms overhead like he was signaling a plane. “Kathy, can you hear me?”


    Behind sniffs and a cracked voice, Kathy managed a yes.


    “Kathy, listen to me. Do not believe anything this woman tells you. She’s fucking crazy. She—”


    Monica laughed, cutting him off. “She doesn’t have to believe anything I tell her. She has eyes; she can see for herself.”


    “I’m talking about me quitting on Ben. I did not quit, Kathy.”


    Monica sang: “Bulllshiiiit…”


    “I don’t care,” Kathy broke in. “Just please save him now.” She started crying again. “Please don’t let him die, Domino.”


    (…please don’t let me die, Dom…)


    Domino roared and stomped the floor. “GODDAMNIT!!!”


    “Another tantrum coming?” Monica asked.


    “What do I have to do? You crazy fucking cunt, tell me what I have to do so I can do it and kill you.”


    Monica laughed again. “I think it’ll all be pretty self-explanatory once we start. Is everybody ready? Can everyone see okay?”


    Only Kelly said, “Yes.”


    “Okay then.”


    A few metal clanks, heavier than the locks, and Ben plunged into the tank, immediately sinking to the bottom.


    Kathy screamed.


    The rope in Domino’s room hitched and shot towards the ceiling. He lunged, grabbed it immediately and stopped its ascent. He began pulling, his eyes on the movie on the wall. The more he pulled, the more Ben rose from the tank. Before long, Domino had pulled the boy’s entire body free, as it had been before he dropped. It was not too difficult, but it wasn’t easy.


    Ben, soaked, dangling and coughing, called out to his mother again. Kathy could only sob a reply.


    “Okay?!” Domino yelled to Monica. “We done?”


    “Uh, hardly. You’re going to have to keep him above water, stud.”


    “For how long?”


    A digital countdown appeared on the top right corner of the movie screen. Fifty-nine minutes and counting.


    “An hour?” he blurted.


    “You think it should be longer?”


    Domino began wrapping the rope around one of his forearms to brace the weight. It was starting to get heavy. “An hour,” he said.


    “Taking a lunch break,” she said. “I’ll keep you on with Kathy. Ciao.”


    Domino repositioned his feet for more balance. The rope was already cutting into his forearm and making him rethink tactics.


    He switched his grip to both hands and leaned back with all his weight. He looked at the timer. It was less than a minute before his hands started cramping. Two minutes before the rope started burning his palms.


    And that was just his hands. His back muscles would never allow an hour of this. At home he could bang out twenty pull-ups easy—no small task for a man his size.


    This was a different beast altogether. He was expected to pull his chin to the bar and hold it there for an hour. Christ, could he even dangle from the bar for an hour? He had the aid of his legs of course, but his legs were rubbery after the damned treadmill room.


    Think, damn it. Think.


    Kathy came on. She was no longer crying, but her voice sounded lost. “Please don’t let my son drown, Domino.”


    He would hold the fucking rope with his teeth if he had to.
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    The timer was only at forty-nine minutes and Domino’s hands felt like arthritic claws, his palms like someone had taken a lighter to them.


    His back—lats and lower—was no better. He shifted his stance often, adjusting his grip and dominant hands like a man desperate to regain the advantage in a game of tug-o-war. It would help only briefly. Thirty seconds tops.


    And then the idea hit him. Smacked him, like a good belt upside his head from his mother. And rightly so. He should have thought of it sooner.


    He would climb the damn rope and hang from it.


    What was the first thing they taught you to do as a kid in gym class when your upper body was too weak? Use your legs.


    Yes, his legs were rubbery from the treadmill and the dehydration, but he wouldn’t really be climbing. He’d be climbing at first, but once he made a ledge of rope with his feet, he could stand. Stand on the goddamn rope. Once he was standing, he would only need his hands on the rope for balance.


    So he started to climb. And it was easy. In less than a minute, Domino had his rope ledge beneath his feet.


    And then he started to rise, like a man in a makeshift elevator. Domino looked at the movie, saw that as he was rising, Ben was sinking.


    Ben, the chains, the iron ball, they all weighed more than he did.


    Domino climbed down and gripped the rope again. His palms felt like raw blisters being sanded—and they were.


    He looked at the timer. Forty-four minutes. Ben’s lower body was submerged. That was okay. As long as his head was above water. He just had to keep his head above water. He could let his grip slip some, but as long as his head stayed afloat, he was okay.


    Forty-three minutes.


    • • •


    Thirty-nine minutes. Domino had gone back to wrapping the rope around his forearms, pulling in different directions at different intervals. He could feel his left shoulder threatening to dislocate.


    Kathy had remained curiously quiet the entire time. Either she wasn’t there, or she thought she’d be a distraction to him.


    • • •


    Thirty minutes. Monica was back from lunch.


    “Thirty minutes to go,” she said. “How you holding up?” She chuckled. “Sorry, I do like my puns.”


    Domino’s shoulder was on fire, threatening to pop at any moment. His palms wept puss. His lower back felt as if a metal clamp had seized it.


    “How’s Kathy doing?” Monica said. “Kathy?”


    “What?”


    “How are you doing?”


    “Fuck you.”


    Monica laughed.


    • • •


    Fifteen minutes.


    Domino’s left shoulder gave. He groaned and let go of the rope. Ben plunged into the water again. Kathy screamed.


    Domino turned towards the movie on the wall. Ben underwater, cheeks puffed, eyes wide, flailing uselessly in his chained cocoon. He’d dropped suddenly, without time for a good breath. It wouldn’t be long before his lungs took in water.


    Domino had dislocated this shoulder before. It was stubborn. It would not go back in without help or time—of which he had neither.


    With his right arm, he gripped the rope and pulled. It moved some. Some. He pulled harder, enough to gather slack to begin wrapping it around his torso. His left arm, though useless for strength, still had dexterity, and helped guide the process.


    Another almighty pull with the right, and the rope gave a little more—a little more slack to wrap around his torso.


    Domino did this two more times until the rope was a half-belt around his chest. He looked at the movie on the wall. Bubbles were rising from Ben’s nose and mouth. No more air. He’d be taking in water next.


    Rope around his chest, both arms securing its position, Domino fell forward onto all fours, the sudden weight of his drop buying him precious few feet. He glanced back at the movie. Ben’s head was above water.


    But Ben weighed more than he did. It would not be long before Domino was dragged backwards.


    Crawl. Legs, arms, hands, fingers, fucking lips and tongue, CRAWL!


    He crawled. His legs and right arm doing the work, his limp left flopping along for the ride, periodically singeing him when the dislocated joints and nerves grinded against one another.


    He knew better than to try to hoist Ben higher. Just keep the damn head afloat. And it was. For now. But he couldn’t stay put forever. Ben’s weight would drag him back. He just had to fight it for…


    …he glanced back at the timer. Ten minutes. Ten minutes to fight it. He could do that.


    He started to slide.


    • • •


    Five minutes.


    Domino grabbed at concrete and pushed off with both legs. He moved an inch.


    He slid back two inches.


    His fingers turned to claws as he dug uselessly into the cement. He slid back another inch, the fingernail on his index finger folding backwards before tearing from the cuticle.


    He dug his toes into the ground and shot his body forward, the rope around his chest pulling him back like a bully.


    Domino heard Kathy’s scream. He didn’t bother turning back to look at the movie. He knew Ben’s head was under water again.


    Domino roared and lurched forward again. He managed an inch. He slapped his bloodied palms onto the cement floor and dug for anything, a crack, a bump, any sort of leverage. His left shoulder felt as if a poker was endlessly cauterizing the nerve endings.


    Kathy kept screaming, calling Domino’s name, her son’s name.


    Domino wanted to get to his feet, to try his hand at power-walking his way forward. Yet he feared if he rose from his all-fours, he would immediately be yanked backwards onto his back, losing his rope-belt in the process. Ben would be dead after that. No question.


    But he was doing fuck all where he was now.


    Domino got to his feet. Moved the belt from his chest to his right shoulder like a seatbelt. Leaned forward at nearly forty-five degrees, the weight of Ben supporting him. And from here he stomped forward, each heavy boot like a stake in the ground, each pull of the rope like a man with his one and only chance to pull his soul from hell.


    He was doing it. Ben’s head was now above water. Domino knew this when he heard Kathy gasp and cry with relief.


    Domino now felt certain he could sustain. He had less than five minutes. One arm or not, he knew he could sustain for less than five damn minutes.


    The timer hit zero.


    Kathy cried with relief again.


    Monica restarted the timer.
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    “NO!!!” Kathy Lennox cried.


    Domino glanced back over his shoulder. The timer was back to fifty-nine minutes and counting. He lost his balance. The rope flew from his shoulder and he fell hard onto his back.


    She was cheating.


    He’d won and she’d lost.


    She’d resorted to cheating.


    He told her so. He felt like a child in a schoolyard, but shouted it all the same. “Cheater! Fucking CHEATER!” The righteous child in him ranted on. “You fucking lost! You LOST!!!”


    “Makes us square for the treadmill room,” Monica said. “Call it a life lesson on the consequences of quitting.”


    Domino was immediately upright. He charged one of the walls, dislocated shoulder leading the way. The impact produced pain that was a flash of light, a warning to his body. He ignored the light and continued hammering his shoulder into the wall, each bang bringing him closer to connection, yet threatening blackout.


    A final bang and his shoulder clicked home. He spun back to the rope, gripped it with both hands and pulled. Adrenaline and rage gave him strength exceeding the moment when Ben had plunged for the very first time.


    Ben shot out of the tank like a merman, his body only stopping when it reached the limits of the rig fixed to the ceiling. His body swayed and spun in the harness, the cannon ball weight dangling from his ankles swinging side to side like a giant pendulum.


    Domino’s shoulder popped again.


    Adrenaline did its best to mask the pain, but it was a mere Band-Aid. The rope left his mangled hands, and Ben was plummeting once more.


    No definitive splash this time though. A thunderous CRACK! instead.


    Domino had turned away in agony when his shoulder popped, and hadn’t seen Ben’s descent.


    He turned back now and saw why there had been no definitive splash, saw the culprit of the thunderous crack.


    The cannon ball had hit the top side of the tank when Ben had fallen. The force of Domino’s pull had caused Ben and the cannon ball to sway. When his shoulder gave, and Ben fell, the boy must have fallen on an angle, the iron ball cracking the rim of the tank before rolling into the water with Ben.


    And the crack was significant. It zigzagged its way down the length of the tank from where it had impacted on the rim. Water was already misting and leaking from the crack.


    Domino didn’t hesitate.


    Again to the wall. Banging with excruciating pain until the shoulder clicked home.


    To the rope now. He needed this to be the one. If his shoulder left him again…


    Domino grunted like a power-lifter attempting a personal best, pulled with a sudden explosiveness that inexplicably bested the monstrous pull from only moments ago.


    Ben was the merman again, shooting out of the water towards the ceiling where he stopped suddenly and started to spin and sway, the iron ball spinning and swaying with him, and Domino watching the iron ball swinging and swaying, timing its rhythm, waiting for the precise moment.


    The moment came, Domino let go, and Ben and the cannon ball dropped.


    The iron ball smashed home in precisely the same spot. Multiple cracks joined the first, clicking and clacking as they did their zigzag run down the length of the tank.


    A moment of pause as pressure built. More water shot from the cracks. Mists to sprays to blasts until everything finally gave. An explosion of glass and water took up the screen. Kelly yelped and jumped out of view.


    When it cleared, Ben lay in the middle of water and broken glass, still bound in chains, coughing and shaking, but alive.


    Domino’s shoulder had popped yet again during the final drop. The pain now caused him to fall to his knees, then roll onto his back where he lay like man collapsing at the finish line. His body was broken, but Ben was alive.


    Eyes on the ceiling, he said, “Wanna know my life lesson to you?”


    “If you tell me cheaters never win, I’ll fucking puke.”


    Domino closed his eyes, smiled, and shook his head no. He said: “Semper Fi, bitch.”


    Monica groaned, the panel in the ceiling opened, and the canvas sack with the smiley face fell.
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    Monica was leaning back in her chair, feet on the control panel of the observation deck, and placed a cigarette between her lips. She brought her lighter to the tip of the cigarette and stopped the second Kelly Blaine entered.


    “What?” she said, the flame of the lighter still tall and ready in her hand, waiting.


    “What happened down there?” Kelly asked.


    Monica took her thumb off the lighter’s lip and the flame died. She took the unlit cigarette from her mouth, sat up and placed it on the control panel as if it now disgusted her.


    “Who told you to come up here?” she asked.


    Kelly frowned. “Huh?”


    “You’re supposed to be keeping an eye on the kid.”


    Kelly snorted. “He’s still chained. He’s half-drowned and terrified. Where’s he going?”


    “Irrelevant. I told you to stay down there with him until further notice.”


    “I just wanna know what’s going on.”


    “He’s got two rooms left before he can see Ben. His body’s a mess. His mind is on its way. Everything’s fine.”


    “But it could be better.”


    Monica raised an eyebrow, swiveled in her chair and faced Kelly. “Could it?”


    Kelly took a step back. “Well, yeah. You let him win that room. And you let him quit the treadmill room.”


    Monica stood and took a step towards Kelly. “He quit the treadmill room; I did not let him. And he knows he quit. Nothing I had planned for that room could have done more damage than the guilt he’ll endure for that.”


    Kelly went to speak and Monica stepped forward again, quieting her. “As for the drowning room, I had every intention of making him fail. I suppose I underestimated his ingenuity.”


    “See that’s just it,” Kelly said. “This isn’t the first time you’ve…underestimated things.”


    Monica took another step. They were inches apart. Monica placed a hand on Kelly’s shoulder. “What are you trying to say?”


    Kelly dropped her head. “Forget it.”


    Monica started massaging Kelly’s shoulder. “Are you unhappy with our arrangement?”


    Kelly shook her head, eyes still on the floor. Monica’s hand left Kelly’s shoulder and started caressing the girl’s face. Two delicate fingers lifted Kelly’s chin so their eyes could meet.


    “Then would you mind going back down and keeping an eye on Ben? Domino is about to enter the next room. He’ll have some downtime in that one; I’ll be able to join you soon.”


    Kelly nodded quickly, turned and left without a word.


    Monica returned to the control panel, sat and plucked her cigarette back up. She began twirling it between her thumb and index finger, staring at the cigarette, replaying the conversation with Kelly.


    (“This isn’t the first time you’ve…underestimated things.)


    Monica snapped the cigarette in half and tossed it to the floor.
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    Domino opened the canvas bag. The water and keys were there.


    He wanted the water. Needed the water. He recalled Monica’s earlier words about how poisoning him would be no fun. Strange as it was, he believed that. She would not poison him. It was too easy. All this elaborate bullshit would go to waste if he was to sip the water and die after the first room.


    But maybe that was just it. The first bottle wasn’t poison. Nor the second. No the third. He had a set of keys in his hand. That meant at least one more room. Would she poison him before she got to see him suffer further in that room? No.


    So drink the water, he thought. What was the point of surviving this ordeal if he died of dehydration?


    No. The water had become symbolic. A mark of his will. Monica was only providing it to keep him alive for further punishment, and while he had no intentions of dying of thirst, he was certainly not going to accommodate her. He would win. Somehow, he would win. He would get Ben. He would kill her. Then he would drink her fucking water.


    “Still not thirsty?” Monica asked.


    Domino glanced up at the ceiling, opened the bottle, and poured the contents on the floor. “I’m good.”


    “So resolute. I assume you have your reasons. Would be a shame for you to croak of thirst before we’re done though. Remember, three days.”


    “It’s only been one.”


    “But a demanding one, no? Maybe that knocks some time off the three day rule.”


    “I won’t be in here three days.”


    “You won’t? Guess I didn’t get that memo.”


    Domino looked at the next door. “So what’s in there?”


    “Kathy?” Monica said. “Can you tell us what’s behind door number four? Kathy? I think we lost her, Domino.”


    Domino’s back stiffened.


    Monica laughed. “I meant we lost her connection, loverboy. You think I could be here and in upstate New York at the same time? Though I may just pay her a visit after I’m done here…just for shits and gigs.”


    “That would be quite a trick,” Domino said.


    “Why? Because I’d be—wait for it—dead?” She laughed. “That hard-boiled wit is getting more and more predictable. And we won’t be needing the lovely Miss Lennox on the line for the next room anyway, Mr. Taylor.”


    Domino glanced towards the next room. “And what might Mr. Taylor expect in there?”


    With what was assuredly a smile, Monica said: “A slumber party.”
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    Domino entered the next room. The metal door slammed behind him followed by the metal clanks of the locks.


    The room was bare. But this knowledge came second to the first thing he’d noticed: the floor was soft. Not bed-soft, but certainly not like the concrete bastards that had taken his fingernail. He knelt and pushed the fist of his good arm into it. It gave about an inch. Like a gym mat, he thought.


    What was it she’d said? Slumber party?


    “Feel good?” Monica asked.


    “Explain,” Domino said.


    Monica sighed. “You know, a little foreplay now and then can make a girl very happy.”


    Domino said nothing.


    She sighed again. “Fine. Tell me what you know about the SERE program for our U.S. Military. I know you know, so don’t waste time.”


    Domino frowned. “It’s a program designed to give soldiers the skills to deal with enemy imprisonment and interrogation.”


    “Survival-evasion-resistance-escape…SERE,” she said.


    “Good for you. You got a point?”


    “I was getting to that. You really are the pump, jump, and roll type, aren’t you?”


    Domino looked around as if bored.


    “Did you know,” Monica said, “that a number of shrinks experienced in SERE techniques started instructing interrogators at Guantanamo Bay and other such places?”


    Domino was interested again, but stayed quiet.


    “Problem was,” Monica said, “they put their own little spin on it. All the stuff used to save the good guys was now used to fuck with the bad guys.”


    “Unsubstantiated,” Domino said.


    “Of course. My favorite was Operation Sandman, also known as the ‘frequent flyer’ program. That was a procedure based on sleep deprivation, Domino. They would move a prisoner from cell to cell every hour or so. This would last for days, weeks even. A guy would get comfy, his eyes would get heavy, and then BOOM! Get up! Time to move!”


    She paused there before continuing.


    “It sounds harmless compared to other torture. Sleep deprivation. How bad can it be? I mean just stay awake, right?” She paused again. “Thing is, there are countless confessions from POWs all over the world who claim it is easily the most horrific torture they’d ever endured. Death was preferable.”


    Domino looked bored again. “So is that it? You’re gonna keep me awake in here?”


    “Yes.”


    “You gonna come down and wake me? Please come down and wake me.”


    “I won’t need to. I don’t have the luxury of being able to keep you for weeks; I have to make do with days. So I streamlined things a little bit. Do you see where you’re standing?”


    Domino looked down. He saw nothing but the dark mat floor. “Yeah?”


    “By my count, twenty more seconds and you should consider moving.”


    “Huh?”


    “Are you sensitive to noise and light? Never mind, it’s irrelevant. Even if you weren’t…”


    Domino frowned.


    The blast came.


    A piercing screech unlike anything he’d ever heard in all his forty-plus years. An alarm on steroids on meth.


    And the light. Closing your eyes was just punishing the lids; the white light would only sear through them.


    Domino dropped to his knees and clasped both hands over…everything. His whole body was vibrating, his senses screaming, begging for sweet silence.


    Then silence did happen. Not that he knew it right away; his ears and eyes were still playing tricks, still echoing madness. When that settled, he stood, a powerful man who’d been through hell, one shoulder hanging out of place, a posture that begged rest.


    All he could do was stand and wait for…


    “Beneath your feet are sensors. If you stand or lie in one spot for a second more than ten minutes, what you’ve just experienced will happen again. I’m guessing you’ve been awake about twelve-plus hours thus far today. I’m giving you thirty-six more before the water and keys drop. I think that’s fair. Nighty night.”


    The lights dimmed.
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    Domino’s ears still rang. His eyes still complained with periodic flashes that dug deep into the center of his forehead like a migraine.


    Thirty-six hours. Forty-eight total when you tacked on the twelve he’d already been awake. And those twelve, how to say, had fucking sucked.


    Monica was right. Sleep deprivation was brutal. It was the most common hurdle in weeding out potential candidates for Special Forces. Hard men, who’d survived the most grueling of tests prior, would eventually succumb to sleep out in the field when their mission was simply to stay awake and alert.


    Domino could do forty-eight hours. Even with the physical demands already placed on his body, he could do it. He’d done it before in the Corps, multiple times. Sometimes longer.


    But you had water then, he thought. And you weren’t as


    (what?)


    …worn out.


    (it’s not that, and you know it)


    So what is it?


    (afraid of failing again)


    Fuck you, I ain’t failing shit.


    (then keep your shit together)


    I will…


    (and I don’t mean your body)


    I will…


    (I’m talkin’ about your mind)


    I will…


    (’cause that’s what the sandman really wants ya know)


    I WILL.


    (Operation Sandman…)


    “I WILL!”


    “You will what?” Monica said.


    Domino shook his head vigorously and mumbled, “Fuck you.”


    Monica laughed. “Courtesy call: ten minutes are almost up.”


    Domino walked towards the other end of the room. Waited. No blinding lights; no deafening alarms.


    Good.


    Now he just had to keep moving every ten minutes for the next thirty-six hours—without water.
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    Tear up the flooring. The sensors are beneath the mat-flooring, so tear it up and destroy the sensors.


    Domino dropped to his knees and used his good arm to start digging his fingers into a corner.


    The material was strong and fixed too deep for his fingers to get through.


    His teeth.


    He pressed his face into the mat-flooring, mashing his nose, gnashing and gnawing like a rat, pushing harder until his nose hurt, his teeth clasping for anything he might tear free. He got nothing.


    Domino stood and wiped his mouth. His lips were dry and cracked, his mouth gummy.


    “Hungry?”


    He ignored her and continued walking in a large circle.
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    He should have at least tested the water somehow. Sniffed it or dabbed his tongue in it or something.


    You said you’d drink your own piss.


    But he didn’t have to piss. He had nothing to piss.


    His tongue felt swollen and his head ached. He wiped his mouth. His cracked lips were numb. It was like touching rubbery prosthetics glued to his face.


    His legs were getting numb from walking and prior exertion. He would have to crawl soon.


    He should have at least tested the water somehow.
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    He’d been crawling for a while. Maybe a few feet every couple of minutes. Every now and then he would forget and put weight on his left shoulder and the pain would ignite. But that was good. The pain kept him awake.


    Should he try and pop it back in? He was going to need two good arms when he got to Ben. When he got to her.


    No—the thought was as futile as it had been


    (how long ago?)


    before. He’d popped it too many times. Nothing short of a doctor with a sledgehammer was getting the fucker back in.


    Maybe he could lie down and start rolling?


    Sometimes it was difficult to open his mouth it was so dry. His breath stunk like hot garbage.


    It couldn’t be that much longer now until the water and keys dropped.


    (you gonna drink the water?)


    No. Maybe. I’ll test it—maybe.




    69


    Domino woke to the screeching alarm and blinding light. His head and ears and eyes and mind cried out.


    Scurrying on all fours, he hurried to the opposite corner of the room, silently pleading for the onslaught to stop.


    It did, their residuals still lingering and taunting his senses minutes later.


    Had he fallen asleep? No—he hadn’t. He was sure of it.


    “But I wasn’t sleeping!” he meant to yell. He managed “but” and then his voice cracked, followed by a fit of dry coughing that shredded his arid throat.


    You’re gonna have to drink the water. And she knows it. The bitch knows it.


    “You know it, don’t you?” he said to nobody next to him. “Well I don’t give a shit anymore. I’ll drink your fucking water, but only because I want to; not because you say so. Got it?”


    How long has it been? And he had been sleeping. Deep down, he knew he’d dozed. He remembered lying in bed with his ex. She would keep a night light on and read. He would close his eyes for a second—a second—and she would wake him, insisting that he’d been snoring. Impossible, I haven’t even fallen asleep yet! he’d say. And yet it happened almost every night. Because he had fallen asleep and started to snore.


    He had fallen asleep.


    Get off the floor. Get to your feet again. Can’t be much longer now.
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    The sound of the gears grinding above. The ceiling would be opening. The water would come. Time was up. Thank God, time was up.


    He stared at the ceiling, waiting, his spit-less tongue licking his lips without his knowing.


    The ceiling door wasn’t sliding, wasn’t opening. He’d heard the gears, hadn’t he? That meant it was stuck. The door was stuck.


    “Monica!” he yelled, despite the protest of his raw throat. “Monica, the door is stuck.”


    She didn’t answer.


    “Monica, the door is stuck! The ceiling door isn’t opening…Monica!”


    The last shout of her name caused another coughing fit, and the pain only angered him further. When the coughing subsided, he said, softer now: “You’re cheating again. You’re cheating again. You’re cheating again.”


    (you sure you heard the ceiling? Maybe you started snoring without realizing, woke yourself up. The snoring was the ceiling)


    The alarm never went off. And I’m on my feet.


    (you’ve slept upright before)


    But I didn’t fall asleep.


    (wonder what the ex would say if she was here? Just be grateful it was only for a tick. I’d still move though, just to be safe)


    Domino shuffled sideways. His legs gave out and he fell onto his side. His shoulder screamed at him.


    “I wasn’t sleeping—she was cheating again.” He looked up at the ceiling. “I know you’re there, and I know you’re cheating again. You’re cheating…you’re a cheater…”
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    It’s not that I’m thirsty or tired…it’s that I’m thirsty AND tired, and the thirst is making the fatigue worse. But I know that. And if I know it, then it’s no big deal. It just is. And I deal with it. Thirsty and tired. No big deal. Thirsty and tired.


    He rubbed his wounded palms into his eyes then blinked rapidly.


    She won’t win. Even when I drink the water, she won’t win. The water will hydrate me and wake me and make me better. She won’t win. Thirsty and tired is all. Thirsty and tired…


    “Dom?”


    He spun, eyes wild and going over the dark room.


    It was empty.


    Who said my name?


    (you did)


    No I didn’t.


    (so who said it then?)


    She must have.


    (didn’t sound like it came from above)


    There’s no one here.


    (Patrick used to call you Dom)


    That’s crazy.


    (the Sandman wants the mind…)


    My mind is fine. I’m fine. Patrick’s dead.


    (is he?)


    YES. I watched him die.


    “Dom.”


    Domino spun again. Someone was in the room; he saw them dash away in his periphery the second he spun.


    His eyes became more frantic than ever; they combed every corner, every inch.


    No one was in the room.


    A thought suddenly occurred to him. One that ran fingers of ice down his spine. Just because he’s gone, doesn’t mean he’s not here.


    Softly, he said, “I’m sorry. You have to know I’m sorry. You have to know.” He turned to the wall, rested his forehead against it and closed his eyes. “You have to know…”




    72


    Domino heard the ceiling gears grinding again. He was on his knees, crawling and rolling every few minutes. His legs were Jell-O.


    “Burn me once,” he said, refusing to look up.


    But the sack dropped next to him. Or did it? He could see it. He blinked and blinked and it was still there.


    “Burn me once,” he said again.


    “What the hell are you talking about?” Monica asked.


    Domino looked all over the room. “You in here?”


    “Time’s up, Domino. How do you feel?”


    “You think I don’t know,” he said. “But I do.”


    “Know what?”


    “Everything.”


    “Good for you. Shall we move on?”


    Domino glanced over at the sack again.


    Take it. Drink it. But not because she says so.


    “Not because you say so,” he said.


    “Alrighty…”


    Domino touched the sack. It was real. He opened it and grabbed the bottle of water, ignoring the keys.


    Test it.


    He screwed open the cap and tossed it. Brought the open bottle to his nose and sniffed. He smelled nothing.


    He dipped his pinky finger into the neck of the bottle and brought it to his swollen tongue. He tasted it. Waited…dipped and tasted again. Waited…


    It was plain water.


    “Do you plan to drink the whole bottle like that? ’Cause if you do I’m going to take a nap.”


    “Not because you say so.” He brought the bottle to his lips and started to chug. Immediately he began to choke. It was not from any kind of poison, but from a mouth and throat imbibing too fast after being without for too long. He knew better.


    When the coughing stopped, he sipped slowly and steadily. The relief was sex after a dry spell.


    Finished, he tossed the empty bottle into the corner. “Not because you say so.”


    He stood and shook out his legs. He would feel better soon. More alert. What had she said? One more room until Ben?


    (are you really counting on her word?)


    No, but I’m gonna win…I’m gonna fucking win.


    “I’m gonna win,” he said. He bent and took the keys, then looked up at the ceiling. “Last room until Ben?”


    “Correct, sir.”


    “It doesn’t matter if you’re lying,” he said. “You know that, right?”


    “Why would I lie?”


    “’Cause you’re a cheater.”


    “Oh, just the one time. Hold a grudge much?”


    He shook his legs out some more. Shook his head vigorously. He was feeling better. “You won’t win.”


    “So you’ve said. Shall we continue?”


    “Let’s.”


    Domino entered the last room until Ben.
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    The metal door slid shut behind him. The locks clanked home one by one. The room was empty. No treadmill, no rope, no mat-floor. Across the room was the final door. Behind it, Ben—or so she said.


    He heard a child crying. It was faint and distant, but there.


    “Hello?”


    The crying was a little louder now. It was not Ben; these were the cries of children.


    “Hello?”


    “Daddy?” a little girl’s voice answered. Not in the room, but close by.


    “Who’s there?”


    “Daddy?” A boy’s voice now. Like the girl’s, it sounded close.


    “Who’s there?”


    The crying again—louder now.


    Domino headed towards the far door that led to Ben. The closer he got, the more the door receded. He stopped suddenly. How was that possible?


    He took a step, the door receded. He took two steps, the door receded further.


    He spun and faced the door he’d come from. It was gone.


    Spun back to the Ben door. It was gone.


    His eyes went all over the room, wild and confused.


    “Daddy?”


    He spun again. The door was back. Both were.


    “Daddy?”


    Domino ran to the Ben door, raised a fist to pound on it, and saw that his fist was covered in one of Monica’s sacks, the smiley face smiling, then, somehow, looking at him with frightened eyes, the line for a mouth moving on its yellow face as it spoke. “Daddy?”


    Domino shook his hand furiously, as if a wild animal had attached itself.


    The children started crying again. Domino looked at his hand, and the smiley face was crying too.


    Domino sprinted for the other door, trying to outrun the illogical his eyes insisted on.


    Amy was at the door. He stopped his charge so suddenly he almost tipped over.


    “Amy? Amy, what—?”


    Amy turned her back on him.


    He lurched forward, grabbed her shoulder and spun her. Her face was the smiley face. Domino took a step back, hesitated, then touched it. The face dissolved like droplets hitting a water color.


    Domino closed his eyes. “I’m not seeing this. Any of this.” He opened them. Amy was still there, but the smiley face was back. It was grinning a malevolent grin this time.


    Domino closed his eyes again. “I am not seeing this.” He opened them. Amy was gone.


    “Daddy?”


    Domino looked down. Carrie and Caleb were at his waist, looking at him with lost eyes. He flinched and stepped back.


    This was impossible. Impossible.


    He turned his back on the two kids. “This is impossible!”


    Monica’s unmistakable voice now, laughing as she spoke. “Do you know that I didn’t even drug the first three bottles? You could have drank them!”


    The walls started…breathing. He could hear them and see them—expanding inward and outward with each breath, their wooden structure now like pliable dough. He looked up and the ceiling was sagging, the same pliable dough that made up the walls now failing to support overhead. He instinctively ducked then squatted.


    Get up, you fucking idiot; it’s not real.


    He stood bolt upright, stumbled but caught himself, then shouted: “It’s not real! I know it’s not real!”


    “You know, the thing about taking a trip like this, is that it can be good or bad, depending on one’s state of mind. How’s your state of mind, Domino? Still feeling as guilty as I think you do?”


    “NO.”


    “Really? I know two adorable kids who miss their father very much.”


    “Daddy? Daddy? Daddy? Daddy?” The voices alternated back and forth between boy and girl.


    “That’s not them! You’ve got some kind of…recording…it’s not them!”


    The sound of children crying again.


    Now the sound of a woman crying—sobbing.


    Domino dropped his head and shook it.


    “How much do you love me?”


    Domino’s head popped up. It was Amy’s voice—no question.


    “Too much.” It was Patrick’s voice—again no question.


    “How much?” Amy.


    “Three much.” Patrick.


    Impossible, impossible, impossi—


    The room went black.


    One of the walls came alive with choppy light. Another movie, like the others.


    Except nothing like the others.
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    Domino watched in disbelief as Patrick kicked the soccer ball around the field with Caleb perched high on his shoulders.


    Patrick was then gone, but Caleb remained suspended in air, moving around on the shoulders of no one.


    “Daddy?”


    A rapid cut to a distant view of a graveyard. A close-up of Patrick’s tombstone.


    Loving husband, father, son, and savior.



    The sound of children crying again.


    The sound of the woman sobbing.


    The tombstone’s inscription then changing…


    Loving husband and father.


    Dead because of Domino.



    Domino turned away from the film and closed his eyes. He could hear the contents of the movie change; they were back in the field. Amy’s voice, the kids’—all laughing, playing. Patrick’s deep voice periodically cutting in with laughter of his own.


    It’s a trick; it’s all a trick. It’s not real.


    (but it is real)


    Huh?


    (Patrick is dead)


    Shut up.


    (Amy lost a husband)


    Shut up.


    (the kids lost their father)


    SHUT UP! Why the fuck are you telling me this!?


    Domino opened his eyes and went back to the movie, hoping—in a horrific irony he would never realize—that the film would distract him from the betrayal of his mind.


    A picnic. The soccer ball was gone, the family now gathered on a large blanket. Patrick said something inaudible and Amy shoved him. Patrick bounced back and pulled her to the ground, kissing her while she protested with laughter.


    Patrick was gone again. Amy was on her back, laughing and fighting off someone invisible.


    Another rapid cut to the tombstone. The altered inscription again:


    Loving husband and father.


    Dead because of Domino.



    Children crying. The woman sobbing.


    The movie cut off like a switch. The room was black again.


    “Daddy?”


    “How much do you love me?”


    “Too much.”


    “How much?”


    “Three much.”


    “Daddy?”


    Domino swayed and stumbled in the dark. Closing his eyes was making things worse; his lids took no mercy in re-playing the recent images that tore at his heart.


    He opened his eyes, and the kids were there. In the corner, huddled around something. Domino approached. Carrie and Caleb turned and faced him.


    “Something’s wrong with Daddy,” Carrie said.


    “He won’t play with us,” Caleb said.


    Domino looked over the children and saw Patrick’s gray corpse sprawled out on the floor, eyes wide and lifeless


    Brother and sister turned on each other.


    “It’s because he’s dead, stupid,” Carrie said to Caleb.


    “He is not!”


    “Yes he is. He’s dead. Daddy won’t play because he’s dead.”


    Carrie, still facing Caleb, pointed her finger at Domino. “Ask him! He’s the one who let Daddy die.”


    Caleb turned and faced Domino. “You let my daddy die?”


    Now Carrie faced Domino. She crossed her arms and huffed. “Well didn’t you?”


    Domino stuttered. “I…I didn’t…”


    “Dom…” Patrick said.


    Domino pushed past the kids and knelt beside his friend. “I’m here, brother.”


    Patrick’s dead eyes came alive and his gray skin was normal again. “Can we go now?” he asked. “I want to go home. I miss Amy. I miss my kids. I want to go home.”


    Domino nodded emphatically, tears rolling down his cheeks. “Gonna do that now, brother.” He squatted and scooped Patrick up into his arms. “Gonna do that right now.”


    He turned towards Carrie and Caleb with their father in his arms. Quickly, he said, “Kids, get the door. We’re taking your daddy home.”


    Carrie and Caleb exchanged funny looks.


    “He’s dead, stupid,” Carrie said.


    “Yeah, stupid,” Caleb added.


    The kids exchanged funny looks again, then started to laugh.


    “Get the door!” Domino shouted.


    The kids stopped laughing. They looked annoyed now.


    “What fucking door?” Carrie said.


    Caleb laughed.


    Domino, stunned by Carrie’s profanity, still chose to glance towards the door first. It was gone.


    He turned back to the kids. They were gone.


    He looked down in his arms. Patrick was gone.


    Domino whirled in all directions, the room still as dark as night.


    “Hello?” he called. “Where did everybody—?”


    (you didn’t really think they were here did you?)


    “I don’t…I don’t,” he muttered to himself.


    (you know what the situation is here. Why are you letting it happen?)


    “I didn’t…I’m not…”


    “Who are you talking to?” Amy asked.


    Domino spun and Amy was there.


    (she’s not real)


    “You’re not real.”


    Amy frowned and looked herself up and down. “I’m not?”


    Domino hit her. She flew back against the wall and slid to the floor. She cupped both hands over her bloodied face.


    Domino ran to her. “Amy! Amy I’m so sorry…”


    Amy took her hands away from her face and began licking the blood with a tantalizing grin. She stood and was suddenly nude. Eyes closed and moaning, she began wiping blood across her breasts and groin like some type of perverse lubricant.


    “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve been fucked?” she said, eyes still closed, one hand kneading her breast, the other below, two fingers working on herself.


    “Amy…”


    “Please, Domino…” she breathed, masturbation climbing in intensity. “The least you could do is fuck me.”


    “Amy, stop.”


    Amy moaned louder, her two fingers working faster. “Pleeeeease…”


    “STOP!”


    A blink and Amy was clothed again. No traces of blood. She looked furious. “So you let my husband die, but now you won’t fulfill my needs? What kind of man are you?”


    Domino scrunched his eyes shut and gripped both sides of his head. “You’re not real.”


    No response.


    He opened his eyes and saw why. Patrick was back, at the far end of the room. Amy and the kids were running to him. They collided together in a loving embrace, Patrick kissing Amy on every inch of her face, then bending to do the same to both Carrie and Caleb. Amy was crying with joy. Patrick was crying with joy. The kids were clamped around their father’s waist and crying with joy.


    Domino’s heart swelled. His tears returned.


    The family walked together towards the door. And there was a door, a big open door. Amy went first. Then Carrie. Then Caleb. Then—


    The door slid shut with a deafening boom, the locks clanking immediately after, sealing Patrick in. He immediately began banging on the door. Domino could hear Amy and the kids banging and yelling on the other side.


    Help him.


    (help him how?)


    Patrick turned from the door and faced Domino. He splayed his hands, his face confused. Two bullets thumped into his chest, spraying blood and launching him backwards to the floor in a heap.


    Domino ran and dropped to his friend’s side yet again.


    (why are you bothering?)


    Patrick coughed blood. Domino put pressure on the wounds, but his hands sank into Patrick’s chest, crushing his sternum, making it all worse. Patrick vomited blood into the air like a fountain, spraying Domino’s face.


    “Oh Jesus! Oh God!” Domino said, pulling his hands from his friend’s chest.


    The hole in Patrick’s chest began widening like an ember hitting paper, the flesh being eaten away before Domino’s eyes.


    Amy’s scream wrenched Domino’s neck. The door was open again. Amy and the kids were back. Domino’s eyes were wide and terrified as he gaped helplessly at them. He raised both hands in innocence; they dripped Patrick’s blood and gore.


    “You’re killing him again!” Amy screamed.


    Domino shook his head incessantly.


    Carrie and Caleb clutched Amy’s waist and sobbed.


    Patrick gasped and choked on his own blood. Amy shoved Domino out of the way. She and the kids surrounded Patrick’s dying body. Domino could only sit back on his butt and watch like a helpless child.


    Amy eventually stood, her clothes now soaked in her dead husband’s blood. She turned slowly and loomed over Domino, the kids still crying and clutching their father’s body behind her.


    “You killed him again,” she said.


    Domino, mouth open, eyes wide, could only shake his head like the helpless child.


    Amy turned and started the process of pulling her kids off their father. They screamed and kicked in protest, calling out for him. When she had each by the arm, she dragged them through the open door, their cries echoing then fading then gone.


    The door slammed shut. The locks clanked. Domino crawled towards Patrick. He was not dead yet. Domino cradled him in his arms. Patrick looked up at him with fading eyes. “I hate you,” he said. Then died—again.


    Domino lowered Patrick’s head to the floor and rolled onto his back. He stared at the ceiling and saw a circle of swirling black and purple appear in the darkness. The circle grew larger as it spiraled, the ceiling like a galaxy, the circle a black hole, collapsing inward, beckoning. Domino reached his good arm for it, hoping it would swallow him and take him away.


    What kind of man are you?


    He stretched his arm further, desperate for the hole to snare him.


    I hate you.


    The door leading to Ben clanked then opened. A tall rectangle of light appeared. The black hole vanished, and Domino’s body went slack, his arm slapping the concrete as it fell in defeat. He rolled towards the tall rectangle of light, squinted then gawked at it, hoping it was another portal of sorts that might take him.


    Monica’s lean silhouette appeared in the rectangle as she leaned against the door jam. She whistled and called to Domino like a dog, patting her thigh. “Here, boy!”


    Domino started crawling towards the Ben door.
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    Domino crawled into the Ben room. Ben was there, tied up and gagged in a chair as he’d been before.


    “Here, boy!” Monica said again, patting her thigh.


    Domino crawled further. Monica approached, bent and took hold of Domino’s chin. She lifted it and stared into his eyes.


    (get up)


    “Still dilated,” she said with a smile. “What did you see in there, little fella?” she asked, flicking her chin back towards the open door.


    (GET UP)


    Domino said nothing. He looked all over the room, his eyes periodically landing on Ben, lingering there—and when they lingered, Ben would moan and plead with horrible desperation—for a moment, before going back to Monica.


    “It looked like you were working a few things out up there!” Monica tapped her index finger on his forehead.


    Again Domino said nothing.


    Kelly approached. “So is his brain like totally fried?”


    Monica shook her head. “Maybe a little soft-boiled. He just went on a really bad trip, didn’t you, boy?” She patted his head.


    “Did you give him acid?”


    “No. My own cocktail. If I’d given him acid he’d be too far gone.” She gripped his chin again and grinned at him. “We want him to know who’s beating him to death, don’t we?” she said in the sugary sweet repetition exclusive to babies, puppies, and kittens. “Don’t we? Yes we do…yes we doooo…”


    Something in Domino told him to pull away.


    Monica smiled and turned to Kelly. “You can go.”


    “What?”


    “You can go,” Monica said again.


    “Why?”


    “Because I don’t need you. This is my time.”


    “I wanna watch.”


    “So watch from the control deck.”


    “But what if something happens?”


    Monica kicked Domino in the face. He grunted and rolled onto his side. “Haven’t you ever beaten a frightened dog before? They don’t fight back.” She kicked Domino in the ribs. “Do they?” she asked him in the baby, puppy, and kitten voice. “Do they?” She kicked him again. “No they don’t…” She kicked him again. “No they don’t…” She stomped on his hand.


    “So then why can’t I stay,” Kelly asked. “I mean, if there’s not gonna be any problems…”


    Monica faced Kelly. “We’re gonna do this again, huh?”


    “Do what?”


    “My whole life,” Monica said, “I’ve never had to tell someone something twice. You’re the exception now. What should we do about that?” She stared at Kelly with an eerie calm.


    Kelly stared back, but her eyes weren’t in it.


    “I promised you Ben after, didn’t I?” Monica said.


    Kelly nodded.


    “Are you planning to bite the hand that’s been feeding you?”


    “No.”


    “Then are we done here?”


    Kelly nodded.


    “Good. Fuck off now please.”


    Kelly turned and left…through the door that led outside. The night air wafted in and washed over Domino’s stale skin before the door slammed shut.


    (it’s the regular door. The one that leads outside)


    Huh?


    The voice in his head was low and distant, like someone hollering to him from deep inside a cave.


    (the fucking regular door that leads outside. Now GET UP)


    Monica used her foot to roll Domino onto his back. She placed the toe of her shoe on his throat and pushed. “Speak, doggy. Speak!”


    Domino coughed and wiggled out from beneath the toe of her shoe. Monica withdrew a short knife and plunged it repeatedly into his thigh. Domino groaned and clutched his leg.


    Monica twirled the bloody knife between two fingers and giggled. “Oh this is going to be such a good night. Such a looong, good night.”


    Ben hollered something into his gag. Monica spun. “May I help you?”


    Ben was frowning, angry. He hollered into his gag again.


    “Well aren’t you the unexpected surprise. I thought you were finished.” Eyes on Ben, Monica blindly flung the bloodied knife into the wooden wall to her right. It stuck hard with a definitive thock! She then pulled a gun from her waist and crept toward Ben, grinning with both sensuality and evil.


    She placed the tip of the gun barrel on Ben’s face and caressed his skin with it. Ben’s bravery instantly vanished. His eyes followed the tip of the gun across his face as he whimpered.


    “Well that was a quick show. Kelly did mention you were a little speedy when it came to staying power.” She traced the gun barrel down his face, down his chest, stopping at his groin. “Think this would be a good deterrent for speedy guys like you?” She grinned and said: “Bullet to the dick if ya come too quick?”


    Ben pleaded into his gag, squirming helplessly in the chair, desperate to get the gun off his groin.


    (GET UP)


    Get up…


    (THIS IS REAL)


    This is real…


    (YOU DEAL WITH THAT PUSSY GUILT SHIT ON YOUR OWN FUCKING TIME)


    Yeah…


    Ben pleaded louder, crying gibberish into his gag.


    (SAVE THAT BOY)


    Save the boy…


    (ON YOUR FUCKING FEET, MARINE)


    Yeah…


    (ALWAYS FAITHFUL)


    Domino clenched his fist and jaw.


    Semper Fi, bitch.


    Domino rolled onto his knees and sat back on his heels. He looked right at Ben and nodded once, his face now stone.


    Ben met Domino’s stare, but his eyes betrayed him; they were too anxious. Monica spotted it instantly and turned back to Domino.


    “Did doggy Domino learn how to sit up and beg?” She pointed the gun at him.


    You can’t go for her head on. She’s armed and too well-trained. My shoulder’s fucked and my leg’s not far behind.


    “Beg for me,” Monica said.


    Play along.


    Domino pretended to gape at her absently.


    “Come on…” she said.


    Domino continued to just stare.


    Monica inched forward, gun aimed between his eyes. “Hmmm…we know you know how to roll over…” Whip-quick she kicked him on the jaw and sent him onto his side again. Domino was dazed but not out. He heard her add: “…so what’s next? Play dead?” She stood over him, gun pointed down at his head. “But then you’d be dead, wouldn’t you? And that would spoil my whole evening.” She turned suddenly and strolled away from him.


    Was that my chance? No—she had the drop on me. I’d have been dead the second I flinched. Just wait.


    Monica scratched her head with the gun barrel. “How to play dead, but not be dead. Hmmm…” Her eyes floated towards Ben. She strolled back towards him and Ben started pleading into his gag again. “Oh shut up, you pussy,” she said, reaching behind Ben’s chair and pulling out an aluminum baseball bat.


    Domino hadn’t spotted the bat behind Ben when he’d first entered the room. But then, given his condition, he was happy to have spotted Ben.


    Monica carried the bat along the length of her leg as she sauntered back towards Domino. She tucked the gun into her waist and lifted the bat with both hands. “I was going to use this on your knees. But now I’m thinking a few love taps on the noggin’ might be perfect to teach you how to play dead.”


    Now’s the time. Wait until she steps forward and draws back to swing. Then you’ve got her.


    Monica weighed the bat in her hands, as if second-guessing her decision.


    Come on, bitch—do it. Closer.


    Monica continued studying the bat, the heavy end swaying in little circles as she continuously adjusted her grip on the handle.


    Come on…


    Monica’s eyes narrowed as she gripped the handle tight.


    Fuck yeah. Come to daddy.


    There was a sudden floomp! sound, and the door leading outside was instantly engulfed in flames.


    Monica spun. “What the fuck?” She hurried towards the door.


    The thought that he might have taken her while she was fixated on the blazing door occurred far too late; Domino was just as fixated.


    The fire had rimmed the door frame and was now spreading to the supporting wall. Monica threw a forearm over her eyes and tried for the doorknob. The strength of the fire brushed her back multiple times. She eventually got to the knob and turned it to no avail. The door had been designed to be locked by key from both sides—keeping certain people in; keeping everyone else out.


    Monica was now among the certain in.


    Furious, she fished out her own key and went for the knob again, only to yank her hand back from the flames with a painful grimace.


    “Bitch! Fucking Bitch!”


    Monica stepped away from the door and pulled her gun. She fired multiple shots at the doorknob until it broke and hung slack. She kicked the door once, twice, and then a final third. The door flew open and revealed the woodland night beyond. In the distance of that woodland night, Domino could just make out the silhouette of someone fleeing the scene.


    Monica cursed again, ducked through the flaming door and gave chase to the fleeing silhouette.
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    Gun in hand, Monica sprinted after Kelly. The night and heavy forest of the Pines was aiding the back-stabbing bitch’s getaway.


    Not gonna kill her. Gonna wound her. Drag her back. Stack her alongside Domino. Make them both suffer. Was gonna kill her quick. Not anymore.


    She fired three shots as she continued running, all of them in the direction she believed Kelly was heading—because she couldn’t see her anymore.


    Bitch fucking cunt bitch.


    Monica stopped running. Panting and wide-eyed, she scanned her perimeter. Woods and night everywhere.


    “You gonna hide out here in the Pines all night!?” she yelled. “You stupid fucking bitch! You won’t make it until morning! And if you do, then what? Then what? I own you, you fucking little cunt!” She fired three more rounds. “I OWN YOU!”


    Monica turned and headed back. She could see the blaze in the distance. Fuck, what if they were burning to death? That was no good. She started to run. When she reached them, she would drag Domino outside and have her way with him out there. It would be just as good. Her masterpiece had served its purpose; Domino was broken both physically and mentally. It made no difference if she tortured him to death indoors or outdoors. And she was going to torch the place when she was done.


    The little cunt got her hands on one of the gas cans. I should burn her. Yes—how fitting. Gonna burn the bitch.


    Monica arrived at the blazing door. The fire had spread to a good portion of the building, but it was nothing significant yet. She still had time before unwanted attention showed. She still had time.


    Monica shielded her face and leapt through the burning door. Ben’s chair was empty. The room was empty. Ben and Domino were gone. Worse still, when she hurried back outside, she noticed the Russians’ pickup was gone.


    Monica went insane.
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    Domino had used Monica’s knife to free Ben and hotwire the Ford pickup. That was the easy part. Finding his way onto a main road from God-knows-where with drugs still lingering in his system? Not so much.


    “Do you know where you’re going?” Ben asked from the passenger seat.


    “Yes,” Domino lied.


    “Where’s the crazy woman?”


    “I don’t know.”


    The truck hit a ditch and bounced hard. Ben winced in pain. Domino suppressed his. He thanked God and sonny Jesus the truck had an automatic transmission. If it had been a manual transmission, he’d have been driving and shifting with one arm.


    “What happened back there? Why did the place start to burn? Why did—?”


    “Do you really fucking care? Please shut up, Ben. No offense, but please shut up.”


    Ben nodded.


    Headlights appeared behind them in the distance. Domino spotted them in the rearview. “Fuck.”


    “What?” Ben looked in his side view mirror. “Who’s that?”


    Domino ignored him and stomped the accelerator. Ahead was nothing but narrow road with dense forest on either side. Would she be stupid enough to wage war on the narrow road with a Lexus? He’d crush her in the truck. He’d…


    Domino lifted his foot off the accelerator and let the truck slow.


    “What are you doing?” Ben said.


    Domino ignored him, his eyes stuck to the rearview. The headlights grew as they gained.


    If she rides my ass, looking for a shot at my tires, I’m slamming the brakes and sending her through the fucking windshield.


    The headlights sped closer, the silhouette of a car now faintly visible—about fifty feet behind them. She could shoot from there; he had to be wary.


    If she’s stupid enough to try and pull up alongside for a shot at us, I’ll swerve and blast her right off this puny road.


    Twenty feet.


    Come on, bitch…fucking bring it.


    The headlights were on top of them now.


    Domino stomped the brakes, the truck grinding rock and soil as it skidded to a stop.


    The Lexus swerved deftly out of the way as if expecting the sudden stop, then sped right on by.


    Domino gaped at the dwindling tail lights of the Lexus until they were gone.


    “Was that her?” Ben asked, panting.


    Domino nodded, dumbfounded.


    “Why did she pass us? Where is she going?”


    An icy terror flooded Domino’s veins. “Oh Jesus God no.”
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    Amy opened the chilled bottle of Pinot Grigio, poured herself a generous glass, and then set the bottle on the coffee table. Wrapping herself in a blanket, she then took her glass of Pinot, settled back into the couch, grabbed the remote beside her, and hit play.


    The video of she and Patrick at Avalon came to life. She smiled and took a deep pull on her glass of Pinot.


    Her cell phone rang.


    “Oh come on,” she muttered, setting her glass on the coffee table, shaking off the blanket, then heading back into the kitchen.


    Her phone was flashing on the countertop. She grabbed it and checked the caller ID. 732 area code? Where the hell was that? She ignored the call, and returned to the couch for her trip to Avalon with Patrick.




    79


    “Answer the goddamn phone, Amy!” Domino screamed into the receiver of the diner’s payphone.


    He dialed again. It rang until he got voicemail again.


    “FUCK!”


    The few patrons in the diner glanced Domino’s way. An imposing man to begin with, Domino was now an imposing man who looked as if he’d just waded through a herd of rhinos. His friend, a young white kid by his side, looked as if he’d fancied swimming with the rhinos as well.


    Domino dialed again.


    “Hello?” Amy sounded annoyed.


    “Amy, thank God.”


    “Domino? Where—?”


    “Shut up and listen to me. She’s alive. Monica’s alive.”


    “What!?”


    “Get the kids, and get out of the house now.”


    “The kids aren’t here; they’re with their grandparents.”


    “Okay, okay good. Perfect. Leave them there. I want you to leave the house now. Just get in the car and go. She got a head start on me, and she was moving—she could be as close as an hour from you by now. When you’re on the road, call the police and tell them the surviving Fannelli sister is on her way to your home. They’ll be there in a fucking blink.”


    “Domino…”


    “Do it, Amy!”


    “Okay.”


    “I’m on my way now. Be safe, girl.”


    “Okay.”


    Domino hung up and turned to Ben. “Listen to me. You call your mother and tell her where you are. Tell her you’re safe. Then you ask the manager here to call the police; they’ll come get you. Got it?”


    Ben nodded.


    “You’re safe now, Ben. Do what I said.”


    Domino started for the door.


    “Where are you going?” Ben asked.


    Domino ignored him and left.
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    Amy stood very still after hanging up with Domino. She was not frightened. She was in fact, surprised by her calm. Had the kids been with her and not at their grandparents for the night, she’d already be on the road, doing exactly as Domino instructed.


    But she was alone. And Monica was coming for her.


    And she’ll keep on coming for you, she thought. No matter what happens, she’ll keep on coming…always.


    Amy headed back to the sofa and picked up the bottle of wine.
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    Monica parked two streets down and made the rest of her way on foot. There was a chance that Domino had phoned ahead and warned Amy. There was a chance the police were there. There was also a chance that Domino and Ben never even made it out of the Pines; that in his weakened state, Domino crashed the damn truck before he could even call to warn Amy.


    It didn’t matter either way. Monica was going to find Amy and kill her. Kill her kids. Find Kelly after that and kill her. Domino after that and kill him. Kill everyone.


    She crept towards the house. Ducked and hid behind a car in the driveway of a nearby home. She saw no police vehicles in Amy’s driveway, marked or unmarked. None in the street. Perhaps her final and least likely stab at guesswork had been correct after all: Domino had never made it to a phone.


    That would be so very good.


    The creeping became an anxious walk, her fury, her need for blood superseding caution. Odds were on her side anyway. If the police were hiding, waiting, they would not shoot right away.


    She would.


    Monica was by the side of the house now. All lights inside were off save for a flickering glow in the den. The television. Monica paused there, held her breath and listened. The suburban summer night was still and without wind. Locusts and cicadas and crickets were in full chorus. A dog barked in the distance.


    And that was all. Her trained ear could detect nothing else of note. She was helpless to a smirk as she moved towards the den window that flickered light from the television. She risked a quick peek. Spotted the back of the familiar sofa she’d seen weeks before while doing surveillance on the house. Could see the top half of Amy’s torso nestled into the sofa, a large blanket formed into a cowl covering her head and shoulders like a cozy hooded sweatshirt. She could see an empty bottle of wine on the coffee table in front of the sofa, an empty glass next to it.


    And best of all—best of all—Amy was watching some video of her and Patrick at the beach.


    Monica was helpless to a grin now. She would enter Amy’s home, incapacitate her, then drag the kids out of bed. She would tie the children up in front of her, and force Amy to flip a coin—a decider on which child was to die first.


    When both children were gone, she would cut Amy’s head off with whatever Amy had in her kitchen. She would do it while Amy was still alive, and she would leave the head for Domino with some sort of special note:


    Sorry, Dommy, but I’m afraid this situation has come to a head.


    Monica bit back a giggle, hurried to the sliding glass door by the kitchen, and fished out her car keys. On her ring of keys was a glass cutter. She carved a small square big enough to squeeze her hand through, tapped the square until it gave, reached in, unlocked the door, slid it open, and stepped inside. If the alarm sounded, she would likely have sixty seconds before the dispatcher called to make sure all was well. Gun to her head, and a threat to kill her children would be all the incentive Amy needed to answer the phone and tell them it was a false alarm.


    Except no alarm sounded.


    Perhaps she hadn’t triggered it when she entered?


    Monica flashed on the empty bottle of wine on the coffee table. Perhaps in Amy’s drunkenness she’d forgotten to set it?


    Perhaps Monica didn’t give a shit either way?


    She hurried towards the den. Spotted Amy on the sofa. Rushed forward and placed the gun to the back of her head.


    “Buona sera, Amy.”


    Amy didn’t move.


    Asleep?


    Monica slapped the side of Amy’s head. Amy’s torso rocked onto its side, and then rolled off the sofa, the blanket arranged in a cowl around her head and shoulders coming off.


    Monica stared down at the top half of some kind of mannequin. “What the fuc—?”


    Amy emerged from the kitchen and fired her gun into Monica’s back eight times. Monica flew into and over the sofa, her body tumbling to a halt next to the mannequin. Two of the bullets had caught the back of her legs, three had caught her in the back, and three had missed. She lay on the floor, wheezing and coughing blood.


    Amy cautiously approached, gun on Monica the whole time.


    Monica smiled up at Amy with a mouthful of blood. “Well look at you…”


    “Look at me.”


    “This is pre-meditated murder, Amy.”


    Amy steadied her grip on the gun. “I know that, Monica.”


    She wheezed, struggling to breathe. “Maybe we’re not so different after all.”


    Amy gave a partial shrug. “Except I’m not about to die.”


    Amy shot Monica in the face.
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    Domino left the truck running in Amy’s driveway as he exited the vehicle and bolted for the front door.


    Where are the police? Where are the goddamn police?


    He came upon the front door and repeatedly mashed his thumb on the doorbell.


    Amy opened the door.


    Domino pushed his way inside, gripped her shoulder with his good arm, and looked her up and down. A glass of wine was in her hand.


    She pulled away. “I’m fine, Domino.”


    He looked at her wide-eyed, confused. “Where are the police?”


    “I didn’t call them.”


    Domino’s face was more confused than ever. There were even hints of anger. “You what?”


    Amy sipped her wine and said nothing.


    Domino stepped forward and gripped her shoulder again. “Did you not hear me right or something? Monica is alive.”


    Amy pulled her shoulder free for the second time, turned and started heading into the den. “Not anymore she’s not.”


    • • •


    Amy and Domino stood over Monica’s dead body.


    “Jesus Christ, girl. I can’t even begin to tell you how stupid that was.”


    Amy shrugged. “It’s done.” She finished her wine in one gulp (a brand new bottle of Pinot had been opened for the occasion), and placed the empty glass on the coffee table.


    “You knew who you were dealing with,” he said. “I could be standing here looking down on you.”


    “Exactly,” Amy said. “I knew who I was dealing with. I wasn’t about to spend the rest of my life worrying about my children’s safety.”


    “And that’s why you call the police. The Feds have a damned hard-on for this woman. They’d have been at your door before you hung up the phone.”


    “You and I both know no one can hold Monica. All the Feds would have done is delayed the inevitable.”


    “So you decide to take on a trained killer by yourself? Didn’t you think about the kids? What would have happened if she’d killed you?”


    “I was only thinking about my kids.”


    Domino shook his head. “Foolish. Goddamned foolish.”


    Amy shrugged again. “It’s done.”


    Domino took a seat on the sofa. He grimaced in pain doing so.


    “By the way,” Amy said. “You aren’t looking so hot.”


    “I ain’t feelin’ so hot. I’ll tell you everything later. Right now we gotta figure out our next move.”


    “What’s to figure out? The bitch is dead. Dead for real this time. Let’s call the Feds and stroke their hard-on.”


    “What we gotta figure out is why you received a phone call from me, telling you to call the police and get the hell out of the house, only for you to not call the police, not get out of the house, and then stay put so you could set a trap and wait—for over an hour—for the bitch to show so you could shoot her. That shows pre-mediation.”


    Amy snorted. “She said the same thing.”


    “What?”


    “Forget it. Listen, no one knows what you said to me during that phone call. Maybe all you said was that she was coming to get me now. The woman who killed my husband, and multiple law enforcement officers, was on her way to my house to kill me and my family. That makes her an intruder with harmful intent, and I had every damn right to protect myself.”


    “But it wasn’t now. It was over an hour ago.”


    “What do you know about time of death?” she asked.


    “Some.” He let out a long sigh. “There’s an old rule my cop buddy Hock used to say: only two people know the exact time of death—the killer and the killed. It’s an old saying, but it’s still a pretty solid rule.” He glanced over at Amy. “I suppose you could have killed her moments after we got off the phone.”


    Amy nodded.


    “You did have every right to defend yourself.”


    Amy nodded.


    “I highly doubt the Feds are going to waste of second of their time digging into the matter for a piece of shit like her. They’ll probably be too busy planning a party for you.”


    Amy smirked and kept on nodding.


    Domino sighed again. “So I called you, Monica showed up right after, and you were able to get the drop on her.”


    “Sounds nice and neat to me.”


    Domino cast Amy a sly glance. “How do you explain the headshot at close range?”


    Amy splayed a hand. “She wasn’t dead after I first shot her; she went for her gun; I shot her again.”


    Now it was Domino who smirked. “One last thing. We’re gonna call the police now and act like this just happened.”


    “Yeah?”


    “So how did I get here so fast? I called you from New Jersey.”


    “I thought they were going to be too busy planning my party?”


    Domino grimaced again as he rose from the sofa. “Yeah, my memory is a bit hazy from the torture and the drugs and the days without water and food and sleep—”


    Amy frowned and opened her mouth to speak.


    “—but the harder I think about it, the more I’m starting to think I made that call a few miles from here.” He smiled at Amy. “Who’s gonna waste time checking phone records when they got a party to plan?”


    Amy’s frown remained despite the ongoing joke. “Torture and drugs? No food, sleep, and water? What the hell did she do to you?”


    “You can hear me tell the police everything when they show. There’s a fucked up little amusement park deep in the Pine Barrens of Southern Jersey they’re gonna want to check out…if there’s anything left of it. Ben will help me confirm.”


    “Who’s Ben?”


    “I’ll tell you later. Actually, just turn on the news. I’m sure the media is humping the hell out of the story as we speak.”


    “Huh? You’re not making any sense.”


    “Yeah, I may still be a little stoned.” He started towards the kitchen. “Come on, let’s get this over with. I need some fucking sleep.”




    83


    San Francisco, California

  Six Months Later


    Karl Stamp was doing ten miles over the legal limit. A lustful smirk on the corner of his mouth, he glanced over at the roses and the infamous little blue bag on the passenger seat.


    Tiffany’s. She loved Tiffany’s. It always guaranteed him her best performance. His friends teased him, called him a sugar daddy; he was all but paying for sex; she was a gold digger. Karl didn’t care. He was fifty, overweight, and bald. She was nineteen, ridiculously sexy, and a goddess in the bedroom. She could stay with him and receive his infinite spoils for as long as she damn well wanted. And he hoped it was forever.


    Karl pulled into the long driveway of his extravagant home and stopped there. He didn’t pull into the garage because he wanted to surprise her at the front door. Grin at her when she answered, the roses and little blue bag from Tiffany’s behind his back, ready to be whipped forward with an exuberant ta da!


    He could already envision her expression. The shock followed by the grin followed by the hands over her mouth in disbelief. She would then jump into his arms, her little frame hanging on his ample. Then…then, she might just hop off and flash him a tantalizing little grin before dropping to her knees and going down on him right then and there.


    Karl could feel his erection building at the mere thought of it all. He hurried towards his front door with the little blue bag and roses.


    “Karl Stamp?”


    Karl spun. A big black guy with two police officers flanking him was standing on his front lawn.


    The big black guy said: “Can we have a word?”


    • • •


    Christina was spread out on the sofa, smoking a cigarette and channel surfing. She was wearing nothing but a tee shirt and panties and no bra. Fat boy would be home soon, and she knew he liked her in that.


    At least he was bringing her something. He never came right out and said it this morning, but the idiot was an awful liar. She only hoped it was something valuable, and not some romantic bullshit like candy or flowers. The last necklace he’d bought her fetched over three grand. She figured if she could save another ten, she’d be able to start searching for the next shmuck, with enough stored away for the interim.


    The doorbell rang. Christina grumbled at the inconvenience, stubbed out her cigarette, and went to the door. She opened it and saw Domino Taylor standing there, holding a dozen roses.


    “Hey, Kelly.”



    [image: Bad Games: Malevolent]
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    Bucks County, Pennsylvania


    November 2003


    Kelly Blaine, nine years old, went for her favorite book in the classroom’s bookcase. She’d made it very clear in the cafeteria during lunch that this was her favorite book; no one was to touch it when the time came.


    That time was now. SSR—sustained silent reading. The book was about firefighters and the heroes they were. The sacrifices they made. How they put their lives on the line each and every time they battled a fire.


    Kelly didn’t care about any of that.


    What Kelly liked was that there were a few real-life aftermath photos of major fires and pictures of burns, some of them horrific. How the book, despite its message on the bravery of firemen, remained in Miss Riley’s third-grade classroom with such pictures was a mystery. Or perhaps it wasn’t. Much like her daily warning at lunch for everyone to steer clear of the book during SSR, so too had she warned others to never tell Miss Riley of the pictures in the book.


    And no one ever did.


    But as far as leaving the book alone come SSR time? Becky Sole wouldn’t hear of it. Becky didn’t want the book, didn’t even like the book, but to be told “hands off” by a fellow student? She wouldn’t hear of it.


    Becky Sole was new.


    • • •


    “What are you doing?” Kelly asked.


    Becky Sole had hurried to the bookshelf before Kelly could get there, snatching up the book. “I’m reading this book for SSR,” she said.


    “Didn’t you hear me at lunch?”


    “This is the classroom’s book,” Becky proclaimed defiantly. “You don’t own it.”


    Kelly took a deep breath through her nose and let it out slowly. “Give me the book.”


    “No!” Becky slammed the book flat to her chest as though she’d sooner die than part with it.


    Miss Riley, alerted by Becky’s shout, approached. “Kelly? Becky? Is something wrong?”


    “She says this is her book,” Becky said. “I told her it was the classroom’s book, not hers.”


    Miss Riley looked down at Kelly. “Kelly, there are plenty of other books for you to read. Why don’t you grab one of those?”


    Kelly looked up at Miss Riley and smiled. “Okay.”


    Becky strode off triumphantly with the book and took a seat at her desk.


    • • •


    Kelly watched her the entire time during SSR. It was apparent Becky did not care about the book at all. She flipped lazily through the pages with barely a glance for each. When she arrived on the pages with the burn victims, a sudden look of fright came over her, and she quickly flipped past them.


    It was now blatantly obvious to Kelly that Becky’s need to have the book was simply to show her up. Nothing more. Worse still, when SSR ended, Becky did not return the book to its spot on the shelf, but instead tucked it away in her desk and then glanced back at Kelly with a condescending little smile.


    Any other child would have immediately gone running to the teacher.


    Kelly didn’t say a word.


    • • •


    Show and tell.


    Becky Sole’s mother had entered the classroom five minutes prior, carrying the unmistakable wire cage of a hamster—the wood chips, the hanging water bottle, the exercise wheel.


    “This is Roger,” Becky said proudly, lifting the small cage high for all to see.


    Boys smiled; girls cooed and begged to hold it. Becky refused, of course, but did strut from desk to desk with the cage, allowing everyone to see Roger up close.


    When she arrived at Kelly’s desk, she looked down at Kelly with a wary eye.


    “He’s cute,” Kelly said. She stuck her index finger through the thin metal bars.


    “Don’t!” Becky jerked the cage away.


    “What’s wrong?” Miss Riley asked from her desk.


    Becky spun around. “She tried to touch him.”


    “Look but don’t touch, Kelly.”


    Kelly nodded toward Miss Riley. “I’m sorry.” Then to Becky with a smile: “I’m sorry.”


    • • •


    Becky Sole had asthma. The classroom had gotten firsthand experience with this fact on Becky’s very first day. She’d had an attack. Anxiety of being the new kid and all. The scene had been a frightening one: Becky crying, struggling to breathe; Miss Riley desperately fiddling in Becky’s desk for her inhaler and then cradling Becky in her arms while the girl used the device; Miss Riley gently stroking Becky’s brow and consoling her.


    Not a single child in the classroom could tear their eyes away from the scene. A few had even started crying themselves out of empathy or fear. Kelly Blaine had been no less transfixed than the others, but she did not look on with fear or empathy for the new girl. She looked on, though unable to articulate it so at only nine years old, as someone with a keen understanding of natural selection: Becky’s affliction made her a weak member of the herd. A disgusting thing that would never thrive.


    Kelly took note.


    And so today when the kids returned from afternoon recess, the boys lining up at the sink in the back of the classroom to tilt their heads to the side of the faucet to crudely gulp water, the girls chattering and laughing, Miss Riley standing patiently at the head of the class for everyone to eventually take their seat, Becky Sole made an even greater scene than she’d done on her first day.


    Her hamster lay dead in his cage. Becky did not scream; she shrieked. An ear-splitting cry that spun, then froze, everyone.


    Miss Riley rushed over to confirm Becky’s discovery. The hamster was indeed dead, though the cause was not immediately evident. It simply lay on its side, lifeless.


    Becky’s hysteria quickly prompted another asthma attack. Miss Riley, as she’d done just one week prior, hurried toward Becky’s desk for her inhaler—only to discover it missing.


    Miss Riley tore through the desk, tossing its contents to the floor without a care.


    Still no inhaler.


    Becky’s condition worsened. She was on all fours now, her sobbing becoming less and less without the oxygen to fuel it. The classroom, previously stunned into silence, had now erupted. Those who’d cried at the scene one week ago were in hysterics, as if they too were in the throes of an attack. A few of the braver students had darted from the classroom for help. By the time that help—in the form of Mrs. Mills from across the hall—arrived, Miss Riley was a woman possessed, rifling through Becky’s desk as though it contained some sort of hidden bomb quickly ticking its way down to zero.


    When Mrs. Mills rushed toward a crumpled Becky, she called over to Miss Riley in desperate tones, insisting that she needed to leave the desk alone and help her get Becky to the nurse’s office immediately. Miss Riley appeared deaf to Mrs. Mills’ cries. Her only response, fueled by what had now seemingly become her obsession, was: “WHERE THE HELL IS IT?!”


    More teachers arrived on the scene; Miss Riley eventually came to her senses and left the desk, rushing toward the aid of her student; and Becky Sole was carried off toward the nurse’s office, where several emergency inhalers were kept.


    • • •


    Two things had hit Kelly Blaine during the whole ordeal. Again, being only nine, she might have been hard-pressed to articulate them, but she felt them just as sure as she felt her own skin.


    One of those things was irony. The other was shame.


    The irony came when Miss Riley was tossing the contents of Becky’s desk all over the place. The book Kelly treasured so much, the one Becky had not returned to the bookshelf but kept in her desk to spite Kelly, had landed mere inches from Kelly’s feet.


    The shame came from not having the foresight to take the emergency inhalers from the nurse’s office as well.


    Still, suffocating the hamster during recess had been amusing. And of course she had her book now.


    • • •


    Becky Sole was sent home. Miss Riley, still visibly shaken, announced that the remainder of the day was to be SSR.


    Make that two for irony.




    2


    Autumn 2012


    Joan Parsons had the biggest daytime talk show on television. All the top celebrities. Unlike most daytime talk-show hosts, however, Joan Parsons also had a knack for news. Real news. Well, as real as news could get on daytime TV without entirely succumbing to bad taste. Still, she was a magician at getting exclusives—one-on-ones with those smack in the middle of whatever drama was sweeping the nation.


    Her guest today was Kelly Blaine, the eighteen-year-old girl who’d recently been acquitted on several counts of murder along with aiding and abetting known serial killer Monica Kemp, sister to mass murderers Arthur and James Fannelli. The trial had been big news. Any legitimate connection to the infamous Fannelli brothers over the years was big news.


    And so, finally breaking her silence months after her acquittal, Kelly Blaine agreed to one—and only one—interview. She chose The Joan Parsons Show. Every single American would be watching. Perhaps none with more vested interest than Amy Lambert and Domino Taylor.


    • • •


    Montgomery County, Pennsylvania


    Cell phone balanced between her chin and shoulder, Amy Lambert uncorked the bottle of Chardonnay and poured herself a glass. “You’re not going to make me drink alone for this, are you?” she said into her cell.


    “Not a chance,” Domino Taylor replied on the other end. “Got a bottle of Belvedere in the freezer just begging to be cracked.”


    Amy looked at the digital clock on her microwave. 2:45. The Joan Parsons Show began at 3:00. “Better get cracking then. I don’t know about you, but I’d like to have a buzz going before it starts.”


    Domino chuckled. “Twist my arm.”


    Amy heard him begin to busy himself on the other end. The clink of ice cubes in a glass. The satisfied gasp after the first sip.


    “Atta boy,” she said.


    “Where are the kids?” he asked.


    “After-school playdates. Figured it was best if they were out of the house when I watched. Caleb would have probably been oblivious to it, but you know Carrie—little pitchers and then some.”


    Domino chuckled again. Then another little gasp after a sip followed by a grunt and a long sigh, the unmistakable sounds of a man Domino’s size taking a seat on the sofa.


    Amy did the same, took the remote from the coffee table and turned to the proper channel. On the screen was a less-than-reputable daytime talk show, where a young woman sat between two young men, the caption at the bottom of the screen reading something about waiting on the results of a paternity test to see who was the real father. Amy hit mute but still kept a shameless eye on it as she spoke.


    “Think you’ll recognize her?” she asked.


    “Kelly? Of course.”


    “You know they’re gonna have her done up like a victim, right? An angel even?”


    “And that’s why we’re drinking.”


    Amy smiled. “Call you when it’s over.”


    • • •


    Amy was on her second glass of Chardonnay when the show began. The hour-long segment was to be devoted entirely to Kelly Blaine, though Amy would have bet the remaining bottle of wine (and she did not like to part with her wine, thank you) that she—along with Domino, Monica, and those delightful douchebags, the Fannelli brothers—would be getting a few shout-outs too. Maybe even Monica’s psycho dad, John Brooks. Hooray.


    Commercial over, and here we go. Close-up of Joan Parsons first, dressed in her classiest no-nonsense garb, her straight blonde hair healthy and vibrant, teeth impossibly white and impossibly straight, fifty-year-old skin looking closer to thirty (something that Joan had always laughably credited to nothing but clean living and consistent hydration).


    “She was a troubled little girl that bad luck seemed to follow her entire life. That bad luck would come to a terrifying head when, at only sixteen years of age, Kelly Blaine would meet serial killer Monica Kemp, sister to the infamous mass murderers Arthur and James Fannelli. What would transpire after that for Kelly Blaine was, quite simply, the things of nightmares. Kelly, thank you for being here with us today.”


    Quick cut and there she was. Kelly Blaine. Amy’s first reaction was shock, specifically at her attractive yet modest girl-next-door appearance. Deliberate, no doubt. She was playing the victim, after all, but…


    But what, Amy? Were you expecting a confident knockout like Monica? Amy’s knowledge of Kelly came from Domino and what she’d read in the news or what she’d seen in court. She had not spent the “quality time” with Kelly that she had with Monica and the Fannelli brothers. Thus today it was as though Amy were seeing Kelly Blaine for the first time, and the innocence the girl was projecting threw her.


    Yes, she had been expecting a Monica Junior—gorgeous, arrogant, looking like the cunning assassin she was. Kelly Blaine (again, no doubt deliberate on the part of the producers) looked every bit the antithesis of Monica. She did look like a victim.


    But isn’t that what Domino had told Amy on more than one occasion? That what made Kelly so dangerous was how innocuous she appeared? Those big brown eyes? That long brown hair that occasionally (deliberately?) fell over those big brown eyes to mask what truly lay within? That diminutive stature (she couldn’t have been more than five-two and a hundred and ten pounds)? That seemingly docile way she carried herself, almost as though she were incapable of even a modest shout?


    “Thank you,” Kelly said.


    “What made you decide to finally break your silence so long after the trial, Kelly?”


    Kelly shifted in her seat, looking uncomfortable. Real or an act? Amy wondered.


    “I wanted to tell my side of the story, I suppose,” Kelly said.


    Joan Parsons nodded with an understanding and nurturing face. No mystery to that bullshit display. If you asked Amy, Joan Parsons was just as much a psychopath as little Kelly there, each about as equipped with compassion for anyone but themselves as they were equipped with a penis.


    “You feel that despite being acquitted on all counts, there are still many who believe you are guilty,” Joan said.


    “To an extent, I am guilty,” Kelly said. “I did do many of those terrible things I was accused of.”


    “And you’ve never claimed otherwise, have you?”


    “No. But I have always claimed that I wasn’t myself at the time. Monica Kemp’s influence was very strong. She abused me both physically and mentally on a daily basis. When I disobeyed, the punishment was…” She paused, head down, long dark hair hanging over her eyes. Her mask.


    Joan Parsons handed Kelly a tissue. Kelly took it and dabbed at her eyes, raised her head, and took a deep, steadying breath.


    “Are you okay?” Joan asked.


    “Yes.” She cleared her throat. “When I disobeyed, I was severely punished. She burned my parents alive and made me watch.”


    The audience gasped. One woman could be heard crying out.


    “After that, I don’t know, I guess I just broke. I became numb…like a zombie.”


    Joan put a hand to her chest and shook her head.


    “All the things I did after that,” Kelly continued, “helping Monica abduct Ben Jane and Domino Taylor, assisting in their torture in the Pine Barrens…I never denied doing any of that. I just pleaded my case and hoped that the jury would understand that I was a sixteen-year-old girl who was brainwashed by a psychopath.”


    Joan Parsons leaned in and put a hand on Kelly’s knee. “Well, the jury did understand.” Hand still on Kelly’s knee, Joan then turned her head toward the audience. “Kelly was acquitted on all charges.”


    The crowd applauded as though they were hearing this news for the first time.


    Kelly smiled. It lingered too long. A cat with the canary if there ever was one. “Better reel that in, girl,” Amy said.


    As if hearing Amy, Kelly immediately dropped her head and let her long brown hair fall over her eyes again.


    Amy downed the last of her wine in a gulp. “Good kitty.”


    • • •


    The middle of the show was surprisingly tame for a Joan Parsons gig. Kelly kept playing the woe-is-me card, the it-was-all-mean-old-Monica’s-fault card.


    The murder of seventeen-year-old Devon Haye in the Hamptons?


    Monica did it.


    The murder of Stephanie Sands, Vice Chairman of the Board of Directors at Stratton Grove Youth Ranch for Girls?


    Monica did it, then framed me for it. It’s how she initially blackmailed me to obey her. Woe is me.


    The charred remains of the three Russian men found in the ruins of Monica’s “House of Horrors” in the Pine Barrens?


    Monica did it. Well, Domino Taylor killed them, but he had no choice. They were trying to kill him on Monica’s orders. It was self-defense.


    And speaking of that “House of Horrors,” why did you burn it down, Kelly?


    I finally came to my senses. I was trying to save Domino and Ben. Setting it on fire was all I could think of in my addled state.


    When Monica left the blazing scene in the Pine Barrens and sped toward Amy Lambert’s home with the intention of killing her?


    I knew absolutely nothing about that. I was busy hiding in the freezing cold woods, praying Monica wouldn’t find me. I was so relieved to hear that Amy Lambert had survived and actually managed to kill Monica instead.


    (“Fucking right I did,” Amy had muttered during that segment).


    And when Domino Taylor tracked you down six months later, only to bring you into custody, despite you trying to save his life?


    He was trying to do the right thing, I guess. I don’t know. I only wished he realized I was trying to save him.


    Amy had groaned during that one. She bet her remaining bottle of wine she had chilling in the fridge that Domino had groaned too.


    More and more of the same. Monica did it. Woe is me.


    Then it got good.


    Joan Parsons finally unsheathed her claws for what was to be the final segment: someone from Kelly Blaine’s past was about to make a guest appearance.




    3


    Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


    Domino sipped his Belvedere Vodka and ice, equally as unamused as Amy had been during most of the show thus far. Kelly was playing the martyr. Not surprising, really. He’d expected it. The bullshit about setting the “House of Horrors” on fire in order to save him and Ben Jane had made him laugh out loud. At least that was amusing. Domino knew better. Kelly Blaine was a murderous psychopath. Monica Kemp was a murderous psychopath. People like that, despite any similarities they may share in horrific needs and desires, will ultimately clash. Too many cooks in the kitchen and all that.


    Except Monica was a badass.


    Kelly was, for lack of a better term…what? A junior badass? No. He and Amy had often talked about Kelly and Monica in the same breath. Was Kelly a Monica Junior? No. Monica was highly trained. A lethal assassin in addition to being a raving whacko. But Kelly? Amy had once asked whether Kelly had the potential of Monica. Sure, Domino had replied without much thought. Not the training, but the potential? Sure. The desire—that impulse that drives the sick minds of the world—was there. Perhaps Kelly even had the potential to surpass Monica. Doubtful, but possible. The urge for atrocity was certainly not in short supply. And the need for self-gratification at all costs was paramount.


    Still, Domino could do nothing but laugh at her claims of innocence, of being under bad old Monica’s influence—he’d had a front-row seat to it all back in the Pine Barrens. Had seen it in the girl’s eyes. Yes, Monica had manipulated her, abused her, and turned her into a marionette, but hadn’t he seen satisfaction in the puppet’s eyes when she was carrying out those terrible deeds on him and Ben Jane back in the Pines? Satisfaction and delight? Kelly would never be content to dangle beneath the strings of Monica forever, this Domino knew surer than his pulse, and so the fire Kelly set—their ironic savior—had certainly not been an attempt to save him and Ben, but a big middle finger to Monica. A fuck you, lady; think you can out-crazy me? I’ll show you crazy.


    And she had, hadn’t she? Pound for pound, Monica beats Kelly a million times out of a million, but that night Kelly had pulled the upset. How?


    By being Kelly, a voice inside his head whispered, sending a finger of ice down his back. Wasn’t that Kelly’s way? The beautiful little flower somewhere deep in the remote jungles of the Amazon, so harmless and unobtrusive, until it brushes against you unnoticed, getting its venom deep inside you. And then what? Two days later you’re dead. But how? And when and where? Certainly it wasn’t the harmless flower. Never the flower.


    Christ.


    Domino shook the thought away, actually said “fuck you” out loud, and took a deep pull from his glass of vodka. “You were Monica’s bitch, kid,” he said to the TV. “Nothing more.”


    Joan Parsons readied her bombshell.


    “Kelly, one of your most outspoken critics, perhaps the most outspoken critic, has been Kevin Lane, a former employee at Stratton Grove.” Joan turned toward the audience. “For those who don’t know, Kelly had been under Kevin Lane’s watchful eye at Stratton Grove for the five years she was there.” Back to Kelly. “Kelly, during the trial, you, along with a few other girls from Stratton Grove, testified that Kevin Lane demonstrated multiple acts of sexual misconduct during your tenure there.”


    “That’s right.”


    “Yet, in a somewhat unprecedented series of events, these facts only came to light after Mr. Lane had taken the stand on behalf of the prosecution, testifying to what he believed to be your guilt after spending such an extended period of time as one of your primary counselors.”


    Ah! Domino thought. Was that a slight curl of disgust I just saw flash on your upper lip, Kelly? The world probably missed it, but not me.


    “Are you asking me a question?” Kelly asked.


    “Why weren’t the allegations of sexual abuse brought forth at the beginning of the trial?”


    “What does it matter?”


    Domino grinned. Keep chopping away, Joan baby.


    “Mr. Lane has since claimed that the allegations were brought forth simply out of spite after his testimony. An attempt to ruin his career.”


    “It did ruin his career.” Quick flash of satisfaction from Kelly. Again, likely missed by all, but Domino was trained to spot micro-expressions on a mannequin. He shook his head with a dry chuckle. Evil little bitch.


    “Why do you suppose the judge allowed your newfound accusation in the middle of the trial?” Joan asked. “It’s my understanding the prosecution went berserk over it.”


    Kelly shrugged.


    And there’s that quick flash of satisfaction again. If Kevin Lane is watching this—and Kevin Lane IS watching this—he must be spitting up bile by now.


    “I don’t know. I’m not a judge,” Kelly said.


    Joan sat upright in her seat. Adjusted her attire. Addressed Kelly but kept her eyes on the audience. “Well, Kelly, we have Kevin Lane standing by on live feed right now…”


    Domino nearly choked on his vodka, leaned forward with a grin, and blurted: “Oh shit!”


    “…He would very much like to tell his side of the story and has promised to keep things civil. You have every right to decline, but if your goal here today is to tell your story and clear your name, this might be something you might want to consider. Are you willing to have Mr. Lane join us?”


    She’ll say yes. With her ego? It would be too damn fun to pass up.


    Kelly actually smiled. Small and short but ever present.


    And that, Domino thought, was as genuine a smile as they come.


    Kelly was finally going to get a little action. Her psychopathic impulses had been under lock and key with the trial and media all over her these past two years. An ungodly itch she’d been desperate to scratch. Seeing poor Kevin Lane—long since fired from the job he loved, long since a pariah in his once harmonious community—plead his case would be more than enough temporary freedom to have a go at that itch. And on nationwide TV no less.


    She’ll say yes.


    “Yes,” Kelly said.




    4


    The second the commercial break started, Amy phoned Domino.


    “Are you watching this?” she blurted.


    “I knew she’d say yes.”


    Amy frowned. “It’s gonna turn into a shit show. She’s got that whole audience sympathizing with her, and now she’s going to risk blowing it by allowing them to bring on some guy with a vendetta against her? It makes no sense.”


    “She couldn’t resist. A chance to see this man rant and cry and plead, no, scratch that, a chance for the world to see this man rant and cry and plead? She couldn’t pass that up.”


    “I never followed up on this Kevin Lane guy after the trial,” Amy said. “Was Kelly right? Was his career ruined?”


    “Yep. Lost his job at Stratton Grove and hasn’t been able to find work in his field since.”


    “But it’s alleged,” Amy said. “All the things Kelly and her classmates claimed. That hasn’t gone to court yet.”


    “It doesn’t matter what any future trial is going to say, Ames. In today’s society, simply being accused of something like that is as good as any guilty verdict. Enough to ruin any man.”


    Amy thought about it for a second. Domino was right. Society can forgive all kinds of things in time, even alleged murder. But a sex offense? That was something altogether different. Whether you were found guilty or not, once the accusation was out there, it became a stain, impossible to scrub away. Kelly Blaine knew how to destroy this man without ever laying a finger on him. Had she once thought herself wrong for expecting Kelly to look like Monica? Yes. And she was wrong. Outwardly, the two appeared very different. But if we cracked the shells, took a look inside… “They could be twins,” she whispered.


    “Huh?”


    Amy came to and shook the thought away. “Nothing. Sorry.”


    “It’s about to come back on,” Domino said. “Call you after?”


    “Wanna stay on and watch together?”


    “You mean like high school sweethearts do?”


    “Forget it.”


    Domino laughed. “You need more wine.”


    “I wish. Figured it best Mommy wasn’t slurry when the kids came home.”


    The show came back on.


    “You staying on or not, dreamboat?” Amy asked.


    “I’m staying, Peggy Sue.”


    • • •


    “We’re joined now by Kevin Lane, former head counselor and teacher at Stratton Grove Youth Ranch for Girls. Kevin, thank you for joining us.”


    Kevin Lane appeared on the studio’s giant screen for all to see. Once a fit and attractive man, Kevin Lane now looked exceptionally thin and tired.


    Amy: “He looks awful.”


    Domino: “Probably hasn’t been able to eat or sleep since Kelly ruined him.”


    “Believe me,” Kevin Lane said, “it’s my pleasure.”


    “Are you surprised Kelly gave her approval for you to be joining us today?” Joan asked.


    “Curious, not surprised.”


    “Curious, how?”


    “Kelly always has an ulterior motive. I just can’t figure out what this one is yet.”


    A murmur from the audience. Kelly remained stoic.


    Domino: “Smart dude.”


    Amy: “He spent five years watching her. Probably knows her better than anyone.”


    Domino grunted in agreement.


    “Kevin, what have you been doing since the trial? Are you teaching again?”


    “No, I am not. I haven’t been able to find work in the field I love since Kelly’s accusations.”


    Joan gave a theatric shift in her chair. “Well, it wasn’t just Kelly’s accusations, though, was it? Three more girls from Stratton Grove eventually came forward.”


    Kevin Lane laughed. “If the jury knew Kelly Blaine like I did, you’d know the testimonies from those three girls held about as much water as a colander.”


    Domino chuckled.


    “Care to elaborate?” Joan said.


    “It’s simple. The testimonies of the three girls were coerced.”


    “By Kelly?”


    “She was certainly behind it. I’m not sure how she did it, but she did.”


    Murmurs from the audience again.


    “You’re saying Kelly tracked down three former students from Stratton Grove and…what? Strong-armed them into giving false testimonies under oath?”


    “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Lane, I hope you’ll forgive me when I say that this accusation seems far more fitting for your colander analogy.”


    Kevin Lane leaned in closer to the screen, the bags under his eyes more pronounced. It was evident he hadn’t shaved today.


    “No apology necessary. Why should you think differently than anyone else? This is who Kelly Blaine is; this is what she does. Everyone at Stratton Grove was terrified of that girl. And these were tough kids, street kids. Stratton Grove was their last shot at flying straight. They did not scare easy.”


    Domino: “She’s loving this.”


    “Be that as it may,” Joan said, “I still don’t see how she could have gotten three girls, long since left Stratton Grove, to give those testimonies.”


    “Of course you don’t. No one does. Including me. But she did it. She got to those girls somehow and told them what to say or else. And they did. Those girls were so frightened of Kelly Blaine that they were willing to lie under oath. Destroy my career—”


    “You destroyed your own career.” Kelly’s first words since Kevin Lane came on. She spoke them calmly and succinctly.


    Amy: “Oh shit.”


    Domino: “It was killing her to keep quiet.”


    “You know I didn’t,” Kevin Lane said. “You know it!”


    “Mr. Lane,” Joan said, “please lower your voice. I would like to conduct the remainder of our show with as much civility as—”


    “Accidentally walking in on us during the precise time we were undressing?” Kelly said. “Groping us in those oh-so-subtle ways you pawned off as being nothing but friendly and harmless whenever we complained? Spying on us as we showered?” She turned toward the audience. “Do you know he actually drilled a hole in the communal shower’s outer wall?”


    The audience gasped.


    “You have no proof,” Kevin Lane said. “None. Zero. All you have is conjecture. This hole you said I drilled? Where is it? My attorney has since been to Stratton Grove. He found no such makeshift hole in the communal shower’s outer wall.”


    Kelly shrugged. Gave a subtle scratch of her nose with her middle finger.


    Domino: “Ha. She just flipped him off.”


    Amy: “Huh?”


    “Do you know she killed her older brother?” Kevin Lane’s blurt had the impact of a train. For a brief moment, it was as though the entire audience had been muted. Never at a loss for words, even Joan Parsons herself could only stare and watch.


    Domino and Amy together: “Oh shit.”


    “I did not kill my brother.”


    “You burned him alive. It’s why you were sent to Stratton Grove. Even your own parents thought you did it. We could ask them, but you know, they’re dead too. Also burned alive. Quite a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”


    Joan Parsons finally found her voice. “Mr. Lane, I think—”


    “Do you know why she killed her brother? Because he caught her smoking and told on her. That’s it. That’s all he did to warrant being burned to death. Her own brother.”


    “My brother was the one smoking,” Kelly said. Her voice began to crack. “I would never…” She dropped her head, long brown hair falling forward. “I loved my brother so much.” She wiped at her eyes. Joan Parsons handed her a tissue. Kelly took it. “I would never…” Her voice cracked again.


    Joan Parsons leaned in and put a hand on Kelly’s shoulder. “It’s okay,” she said.


    “Cry me a river,” Kevin Lane said on the big screen.


    Joan flashed a look of contempt his way. “I think we’re done here today, Mr. Lane. Thank you for your time.”


    “You’ll see,” Kevin said. “One day, you’ll all see that I was right. How about you have me back on the show when that crazy little bitch is behind bars, Joan? What do you say to—”


    The screen went black. The audience whispered nervously to one another.


    Kelly eventually raised her head, sniffling and dabbing at her eyes with the tissue.


    “Are you okay?” Joan asked.


    Kelly nodded. Took a deep breath. “I just—he knew it would get to me.”


    “Mentioning your brother?”


    Kelly nodded again. “He knew how much my brother’s death upset me from our time back at Stratton Grove. He said it deliberately, just to upset me. He did it all the time back at Stratton Grove.”


    Joan gave a practiced tilt of the head to project deep sympathy. “There are always going to be detractors, Kelly. Those who will always believe you are guilty, no matter what. But you know the truth, and the jury saw that truth. Monica Kemp, you are not.”


    The audience applauded.


    Kelly did not seem grateful.


    Domino: “Ooh—she didn’t like that.”


    Amy: “What?”


    Domino: “That comment about Monica.”


    Amy: “Why?”


    Domino: “Ego. I promise you, what Kelly just heard was ‘Monica Kemp is better than you.’”


    Amy: “You think?”


    Domino: “I know. Still, the show couldn’t have gone any better for her. Kelly let the world see Kevin Lane for the man he isn’t. Poor guy didn’t stand a chance.”


    Amy: “Think she really killed her brother?”




    5


    Bucks County, Pennsylvania


    May 2005


    Kelly Blaine asked for a treehouse when she was eight. She got a dollhouse instead. Earlier that year, her ten-year-old brother Kyle had asked for a treehouse, and their father promptly went to work, not building one himself, no—the only dirt the Blaines got on their hands came from money—but calling contractors to come and build an impressive little dwelling, high up on a massive oak within their vast wooded property.


    Kelly’s response to this had been to remove the small glass panes that were the tiny windows in her dollhouse, grind them into a near dust, and then mix them in with her father’s tapioca he ritually had every evening following dinner. Conrad Blaine was later rushed to the ER with intense stomach pains. The culprit was soon found—the pulverized glass—and a lawsuit against the tapioca company was instantly filed. The result was a tidy sum, a lifetime supply of tapioca, and the beginnings of Kelly Blaine’s realization, at the ripe age of eight, that God either didn’t exist, or He simply didn’t care what she got up to.


    Either way was fine with her.


    • • •


    Kelly first tried smoking when she was ten, liked it, and habitually used her brother’s beloved treehouse to indulge her habit when he was due home late from basketball practice.


    Today practice had been cancelled, and Kyle Blaine ascended the long wooden ladder to his treehouse to discover his eleven-year-old sister smoking a cigarette and drinking a soda.


    “What are you doing?”


    Kelly immediately dropped the cigarette butt into her soda can and fanned the smoke away. “What’s the big deal?”


    “You’re smoking?”


    Kelly rolled her eyes. “I was just trying it.”


    “Do you know how bad smoking is for you?”


    “So?”


    “I’m telling Mom and Dad.”


    Kelly stood. “Big fucking surprise.”


    “I’m telling them you swore too.”


    “You are such a baby. I guess that’s why you’re so little.”


    Kyle Blaine, thirteen, had yet to hit puberty. His size had become a sore spot when the friends around him seemingly grew inches by the day, started growing hair where there hadn’t previously been, and spoke with deeper voices. Kyle was often mistaken for Kelly when he answered the telephone.


    Kyle stomped forward, boards beneath them creaking. “Look who’s talking!” He placed a hand on his sister’s head.


    Kelly swatted his hand away. “I’m a girl, I’m supposed to be small. But you…you’re going to be a little fucking pussy the rest of your life.”


    Tears welled up in Kyle’s eyes. He began to stammer, a habit that happened to him under times of stress. “I-I-I-I’m telling M-M-Mom and D-Dad.”


    Kelly grinned, steepling her hands beneath her chin as though praying in fear. “Oh, puh-puh-puh-please don’t t-t-t-tell.”


    Kyle lunged forward and shoved her. Kelly flew back and hit the wall of the treehouse, stumbled, and fell into the wooden table of books next to her, one of two stone gargoyle bookends dropping to the floor with a heavy thud.


    Kyle turned to leave. Kelly rose behind him. Hoisted the stone gargoyle overhead with both hands…


    • • •


    Her older brother unconscious at her feet, Kelly knew she had to work fast. Fortunately, she knew what worked and what didn’t when it came to starting a good quick fire. She had no gasoline or other extreme accelerants, but then she wouldn’t have used them if she did have them. She’d read in her favorite book at school that fires caused by such extreme accelerants were not difficult to detect in the ensuing investigation. It needed to look as though Kyle died from trying to smoke cigarettes in his treehouse, the careless boy.


    So what to do? Kelly had found over the years that the minimal amount of lighter fluid in a cheap lighter was more than enough to get a good blaze going under the right conditions. And a wooden treehouse containing plenty of books and magazines was ideal.


    Kelly snapped off the top of her plastic lighter and sprinkled the fluid evenly over her brother’s unconscious body. She placed her pack of cigarettes next to him along with her soda can filled with cigarette butts. Took a step back and pulled a pack of matches from her pocket.


    Common sense told her to run the moment her brother went up. She needed an alibi. But she could not resist watching, if just for a short while. Not to mention the prospect of her brother regaining consciousness to find himself burning alive was far too enticing to pass up. Besides, he might somehow manage to escape his predicament, in which case she would need to whack him another one with the stone gargoyle bookend.


    And she was right.


    With the match lit and dropped, her brother was soon engulfed in flames, the flames then waking him. He began screeching wildly, slapping frantically at the growing blaze that was cooking his skin.


    So Kelly whacked him another one. And he went out. And Kyle Blaine lay there on his treehouse floor and burned to death.


    • • •


    Kelly Blaine’s neighbor three doors down was more a convenience than a friend. Jenny Hayward, though twelve years old, read at a first-grade level, and it was not for lack of trying. She was simply not equipped with the ability to process or comprehend the way other kids were at her age. She made up for this in spirit and compassion and was considerably well-liked among her peers, but to Kelly Blaine, Jenny Hayward was a sometimes-useful tool, nothing more.


    Today her tool would be playing the role of alibi-confirmer.


    “What are we watching?” Kelly said as she strolled into Jenny’s living room with a big smile.


    Jenny sat bolt upright on the sofa, eyes wide and fixed on Kelly. “What are you doing here?”


    Kelly gave a silly little frown. “You told me to come.”


    Jenny’s brow scrunched, trying to make sense of it. “I did?”


    Both of Jenny Hayward’s parents worked. After school, her seventeen-year-old brother watched her. Her seventeen-year-old brother who hardly ever left his bedroom. Kelly had counted on this.


    Kelly laughed. “Are you okay?”


    Jenny nodded, though her dazed expression suggested she was still trying to process it all. “I don’t remember…”


    “You told me to come over right after school so we could hang out. You really don’t remember?”


    Jenny gave an uncertain nod. “Yeah, I guess I do. How did you get in?”


    “Your brother let me in. If you don’t believe me, we can go ask him.”


    “No. No, that’s okay.” Perhaps the one person who did not share an affinity for Jenny Hayward was her own brother. Kelly had counted on this too. That and the kid smoked a mountain of marijuana, immediately casting speculation on anything that might come out of his mouth in the near future.


    “So, if anyone were to ask, you would tell them I came over right after school, right, Jenny?”


    Jenny nodded.


    Kelly smiled and took a seat next to her. Sirens sounded in the distance. Kelly took the remote from the coffee table and turned up the volume.


    • • •


    The back lot of The Joan Parsons Show, Burbank, California

  Autumn 2012


    “Miss Blaine?” the chauffeur driver called, holding the limo’s door open for her.


    Kelly, smoking a cigarette near the back door of the studio, lost in the pleasant memory of her brother’s death, snapped from her daze and nodded toward the chauffeur. She took a hard and final drag on her cigarette, turned, and flicked it towards the studio. The pleasant recall of her brother was now completely gone, replaced with something that had been needling her since the moment it was spoken.


    Monica Kemp, you are not.




    6


    Montgomery County, Pennsylvania


    One year later


    Allan Brown could make eggs, all kinds. He could flip a mean pancake. Cook bacon and sausage blindfolded. Toast? Please. He even knew to cut it at angles to make it somehow taste better. He was a master at the breakfast arts.


    When it was just him and the girls.


    Him and the girls and four of their friends the morning after a sleepover? He was a day-one white belt in the breakfast dojo.


    Not that he didn’t try. The trick wasn’t cooking the food itself; the trick was cooking the food and having all of it ready at the same time. Pancakes went cold. Toast got burnt. The forecast for eggs sunny-side-up was way off. He never even made it to bacon and sausage.


    Turning his back on a kitchen countertop littered with culinary atrocities, he smiled apologetically at the table of hungry little faces and threw a Hail Mary.


    “Who wants McDonald’s?” he asked.


    The table cheered, and relief nearly buckled Allan’s knees. And then just as fast, never once giving him a moment without painful reflection, grief slowly dissolved his smile and reminded him that his wife, Samantha, would have handled this morning effortlessly—and happily.


    • • •


    The last of the sleepover girls finally dropped off, Allan would have sold a toe for a nap.


    “Daddy?”


    Allan looked in the rearview mirror and caught his daughter Jamie’s eye. “What’s up, honey?”


    “Are we still sleeping at Aunt Kat’s tonight?”


    “Yup—Daddy’s hosting that thing tonight, remember?”


    Jamie’s twin sister, Janine, chimed in. “Why can’t we come?”


    “Because it’s for grownups only, kiddos. Sorry.”


    “We’ll stay in our room,” Jamie said.


    “What’s going on with you guys? I thought you loved sleeping over at Aunt Kat’s.”


    A unanimous but hardly enthusiastic: “We do.”


    “Would you rather stay with Mr. and Mrs. Rolston next door?”


    “No.”


    “So then what’s going on?”


    Neither sister responded.


    Allan came upon a residential area and rolled his SUV to a stop. He turned in his seat. Both kids looked as if they were on the way to the dentist. “Okay, what’s going on with you two?”


    Jamie asked: “Is tonight’s thing about Mommy again?”


    Allan felt the familiar burn in his chest. It would have been nice to blame it on the McDonald’s he’d just eaten; that could be fixed quickly with a few TUMS. No TUMS were quick-fixing this.


    “It’s not really about Mommy,” he said. “It’s about the thing that made Mommy pass away.”


    “Cancer?” Janine said.


    Allan nodded.


    “Did all the people going tonight know someone who died from cancer?”


    Allan nodded again. “It helps us to all get together and talk like we do. It’s therapeutic.”


    “What’s that?” Jamie asked.


    “Therapeutic? It means something that helps you heal. The more Daddy can talk about Mommy, the less sad he’ll be.”


    Jamie pulled a face, a confused, frowny expression. The same expression he’d seen countless times on his wife when trying to convince her the appeal of Western movies or a man’s need for a cave in his home. Parallels like this between his girls and his late wife were frequent, their impact always forcing him to take a moment to regroup. His therapist said the frequencies of these parallels would increase as the girls aged, as their personalities and nuances (those were the toughest, the nuances; the little things like the confused, frowny face now) were unavoidably cultivated with his wife’s DNA.


    His therapist had said the parallels would increase yet his ability to cope would grow stronger, his ultimate goal being the ability to, one day, recognize a trait of his wife in one of his girls and experience a pleasant nostalgia for what he’d once had. Stark, stark contrast to what he experienced now: the desire to break down and sob in front of his girls, share their excusable naivety in asking why? over and over until his voice quit.


    “Talking about Mommy makes you feel better?” Jamie said. “I get sad when I talk about Mommy.”


    “Me too,” Janine added.


    “I know you do. That’s why Daddy’s thing tonight is just for grownups. Someday you’ll understand that sharing your sadness with others can sometimes help.”


    “Therapeutic,” Jamie said.


    Allan smiled and tapped her knee. “Bingo,” he said, feeling an odd mix of pride and sorrow at his daughter’s retention at the expense of her mother’s passing.


    “So my Deejays all good in the ’hood then?” he asked in a painfully lame attempt at sounding like one of the many teen hip-hop idols they worshipped.


    “Eww, Dad, stop,” Janine said.


    “I will never stop calling you my Deejays.” His Deejays, short for “double-J’s,” itself short for “Janine and Jamie,” had been proudly branded as such (at least from Allan; Samantha could only roll her eyes and smile helplessly) the moment he and Samantha had chosen the names for their twin girls.


    “No,” Janine said, “you need to stop talking like you think you’re cool.”


    “Ouch.” Allan turned back in his seat and started up the car again. “Don’t be player hatin’, girlfriends.” Was that a thing? Player hatin’? Girlfriends? It sounded like something. His lameness was embarrassing even to him. But he had ulterior motives. And as soon as his Deejays started to giggle and mock their dorky dad, his ulterior motive for some serious levity at his own expense had come to fruition.


    Allan pulled up to a stop sign and locked eyes with his girls in the rearview. After a quick huddle of whispers and giggles, both sisters made the letter L with their thumbs and index fingers and slapped them on their foreheads for their father to see—the classic “loser” gesture that even Allan knew.


    “What?!” he cried playfully.


    Janine and Jamie started laughing hysterically. Allan managed to maintain his flabbergasted expression even though he was grinning inside. He hit the accelerator and started through the stop sign, only to jam on the brakes as the car to his right blew right through its own sign.


    “FUCK!”


    Everyone sat frozen in the big SUV for a moment: Allan’s right arm extended across the passenger seat, instinctively bracing what would have been his wife; the girls in the back seat, wide eyed and open mouthed.


    Everyone slowly thawed, and Allan turned in his seat again. “You girls okay?”


    Both girls nodded, but were now clearly stifling giggles.


    “Oh, that was funny to you, was it? Another car nearly smashes into us and—ohhh…it was because Daddy said a bad word, wasn’t it?”


    The girls could no longer contain their giggles. Allan shook his head and started for home again. “You girls know you should never use that word, right?”


    “Not until we’re older,” Janine said.


    “Not ever.”


    There was no intersection at the next stop sign for assholes to blow through, so when Allan saw the police car with its flashing blue and red in his rearview shortly after, his initial thought was that the cop was pulling him over to get details on the jerk who’d all but killed them. Make of the car, what he looked like. Perhaps the guy outran the police and now they were stuck with Allan’s eyewitness account to catch the bastard.


    Nope.


    “License and registration, please.”


    Allan did as such. “What’s the problem, Officer?” he asked. It felt weird out of his mouth. Like a line in a movie.


    The officer took his registration and license without a word and went back to his cruiser.


    “Daddy, what happened?” Janine asked.


    Allan, without a sprinkle of sugarcoating because he too was in the dark, answered honestly: “I have no idea.”


    The cop returned and handed Allan his license and registration back.


    “Do you know why I pulled you over?” the cop asked.


    “Honestly?” Allan began. “I figured it was because of that guy before me. The guy who blew through the stop sign at the intersection back there.”


    The cop carried on as if Allan had said nothing. “I pulled you over because you didn’t bring your vehicle to a complete stop at that last stop sign.”


    It was out of Allan’s mouth before he could leash it. “Are you kidding me?”


    “No, sir, I’m not. You should always bring your vehicle to a complete three-second halt at a stop sign before proceeding. You rolled right on through in less than one.”


    “And what about the guy who almost killed us a few minutes ago?”


    “I’m sorry?”


    Allan relayed the tale.


    “Well, I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t spot him. Only you.”


    Allan forced a smile. “All right, all right—I’m sorry, Officer. It won’t happen again.”


    The cop handed Allan a ticket. “Please be more careful next time, sir—” He gestured in back toward the girls. “You’re driving for three, you know.”


    Allan’s anger was all but cartoon steam shooting from his ears. The sarcastic contempt in his reply was unavoidable. “Yes, Officer, I am well aware of my children, thank you. That’s why I was telling you about the guy who—”


    The officer turned his back on Allan and returned to his cruiser.


    “Asshole,” Allan said through clenched teeth before realizing it would result in another round of giggles from the back.


    Except it didn’t. The girls seemed to realize the unfairness of the situation too and, if given permission, would have happily labeled the officer and the situation an asshole as well. Maybe even a fucking asshole now that Daddy had increased their vocabulary. And at this stage in the game, Daddy might have even applauded them for it.


    The process over, Allan all but tiptoed his SUV back home. Each stop sign and light was met with a good five-second pause, despite a honk or two from behind. The scales of justice were anything but horizontal today. Every day. Every damn day for the past two years.


    Vertical, they were. The bastards were vertical.




    7


    Allan pulled the SUV into his garage, killed the engine, and caught the girls just as they were ready to dart from the car. “Wait!”


    Both girls froze, each with a foot already out their passenger door.


    “Daddy said two bad words back there. He was wrong.”


    “Tell it to the swear jar,” Janine said.


    Allan chuckled. “I will.” He then raised the ticket the cop had given him. “But we may just need to empty it in order to pay for this.”


    “You said we could use that money for bowling!” Jamie whined.


    Landmark Lanes, a nearby spot that was a waking dream for every kid (bowling, laser tag, arcade games, good junk food) and equally so for every honest adult (bowling, laser tag, arcade games, good junk food), was not something he was about to deny his kids (or himself; the blessed place had a bar too).


    “Don’t worry, we’re still going to Landmark.”


    The girls, pleased with their father’s flip-flop, went to dash away again.


    “Wait!”


    They returned, both simultaneously huffing their impatience.


    He had nothing to say. Well, that wasn’t true; he had lots to say, but at that precise moment he didn’t know how. Sometimes it was easier to look and love and hope they felt it.


    “Daddy?” Janine said.


    “Yeah?”


    “You’re getting that weird look again.”


    “What weird look?”


    “Like you’re going to ask us for a hug or a kiss or something.”


    He laughed. “I’ll get my fill tonight while you’re asleep.”


    “Can’t,” Janine proclaimed triumphantly, “we’ll be at Aunt Kat’s!”


    Allan looked away for a moment, suddenly remembering something. “That reminds me; I need to call her and—”


    The sound of two car doors slamming shut cut him off. The girls were already entering the house through the garage entrance.


    He laughed again and followed them in.


    • • •


    When Allan entered, both girls were already stationed in front of the TV. Bellies down, hands under chins, lower legs wagging back and forth like cats’ tails, concentrations unbreakable from their latest teen heartthrob, whom Allan couldn’t even identify because they changed so often (in name only; to Allan, they were all skinny hair helmets that he would snap in two if they came near his daughters). Of course, the girls being only nine years old, this had yet to be an issue. But the day would come when a kid like that would be ringing his doorbell, wanting to take one of his babies out. And he’d answer that door wearing a not-quite-right smile and a red-spackled “NRA for Life” T-shirt.


    Oh, how he loathed ruminating over stuff like this. He didn’t even want to think about the day when it was time to have “The Talk.” He shuddered. Best leave that one to Aunt Kat, he thought.


    Aunt Kat. Gotta give her a buzz.


    He gave one final look at his oblivious girls, silently warning them to never grow up, and then headed into the kitchen. He took the traffic violation and pinned it to the fridge with a magnet Aunt Kat herself had given Jamie and Janine. The magnet was a square that held a photo from a few years back


    (when Sam was still alive, had just started chemo)


    with both girls on either side of Aunt Kat, hugging, grinning for the camera,


    (ignorance truly can be bliss)


    the frame reading “Aunt Kat and Her Kittens.”


    And aren’t they still ignorant to a degree, Allan? Much like the dreaded “Talk,” would there not come a time when the realization that their mother was gone for good truly hit home and make “The Talk” a cakewalk in comparison?


    He touched a second square magnet that framed a photo, this one of both his girls and himself, a year after Sam was gone. The message on the frame of the magnet was not unlike his sister’s. “Dad and His Deejays,” it read, the girls grinning and hugging like they did in Kat’s picture. But wasn’t there a difference? The grins not as broad, the hugs not as tight? Certainly it was no slight on their father. Likely,


    (likely? Almost assuredly)


    the acceptance and understanding of their mother’s absence may not have been fully absorbed into the girls then, but the unforgiving process had no doubt begun. And with each passing day, the more they absorbed, the more their ignorance would become diluted, allowing for comprehension and realization and all those super-duper things that would make “The Talk” a cakewalk by comparison. So much to look forward to.


    Allan kissed his first two fingers and touched the magnet a final time before pulling out his cell phone. He scrolled through his contacts on his cell until he arrived at “Kat,” hit send, and waited.


    “Hey, bro.”


    “How’s it going?”


    “It’s going. Yourself?”


    “Like an addict: one day at a time.”


    She laughed. A raspy voice given to her from birth and not bad habits. “Always hold on to the humor, little brother.”


    “I’m trying. We still good for tonight?”


    “Of course. Me and my Kittens are gonna be on the prowl.”


    “Don’t get too crazy, all right? No hard stuff.”


    “Beer and wine okay?”


    “Yeah, they can have beer and wine.”


    “What did you say?!” Janine called from the den.


    “Nothing. Go back to your show.”


    She did.


    “It’s amazing how selective their hearing is,” Allan said.


    His sister laughed her raspy laugh.


    “Listen, I’m calling because I’m wondering if I can drop them off a little early tonight,” he said.


    “Of course,” she said. “Everything okay?”


    “Yeah, absolutely. But you know they had that sleepover last night and the place is still a mess. I need time to tidy without them getting in the way.”


    “We won’t get in the way!” Jamie called from the den.


    Kat heard Jamie’s response and started laughing again.


    “Told ya,” Allan said. “It’s downright creepy. Now watch me tell them to go clean their rooms. I’ll bet you a million bucks it takes at least three tries before they even blink.”


    Again the raspy laugh. “Drop them off whenever you want. I’ll be here.”


    “And you’re sure you’re cool with taking them to school in the morning?”


    “Not a problem.”


    “Thanks, Kat. I’ll give you a call from the road to let you know we’re on our way.”


    “Sounds good. Love you.”


    “Love you too.”


    Allan hung up. Then, his hypothesis demanding testing, he called into the den: “You guys mind cleaning your rooms?”


    Not even the slightest twitch of acknowledgment.


    He smiled to himself and headed upstairs.




    8


    Montgomery County, Pennsylvania


    The landline in the Lambert house rang. Caleb Lambert, nine years old, answered.


    “Hello?”


    “Who’s this?” A deep male voice.


    “Who’s this?” Caleb replied.


    “Caleb!” Amy Lambert yelled from the kitchen.


    Deep, genuine laughter in Caleb’s ear now. The boy smiled. He knew the laugh well.


    “How’s my man?” Domino Taylor asked Caleb.


    Amy hurried to the phone and snatched it from Caleb’s hand before he could answer. “Hello?”


    “Good evening, madam,” Domino said in playful tones.


    Amy’s shoulders dropped. She sighed and said: “Okay, it’s just you.”


    “Nice to hear from you too.”


    Amy shook her head into the phone. “No, no, I’m sorry. I thought Caleb might have been parroting something he heard me say on the phone earlier.”


    “I don’t follow,” Domino said.


    Amy took a seat at the kitchen table. “Our phone’s been blowing up for over a week now. Apparently the scum at First Peek want to do a story on the ‘five-year anniversary’ of what happened at Crescent Lake. They want an exclusive with me. Having an unlisted number in this day and age doesn’t amount to shit.”


    “Caleb wasn’t parroting you—I asked ‘who’s this?’ first. We were just playing.”


    “I know that now. It’s just—” Amy made a frustrated little strangled noise. “Do you know they caught me coming out of the supermarket this morning?”


    “What?”


    “Yep, assholes shoved a camera right in my face. My arms were tied up with groceries, so I was torn between a headbutt or a kick to the nuts.”


    Domino chuckled, played along. “What did you choose?”


    “Sadly, neither—common sense got the better of me. Still, I thought you’d be proud to know your training still syncs nicely with my instincts.”


    “Indeed I am. How’s my little Carrie doing?”


    “Not so little. She’s getting taller every day. Got her dad’s genes.”


    A pause, as was common between them whenever Patrick was mentioned.


    Amy eventually broke it with: “She’s got my smart mouth, though, that’s for sure. She’s going through this ‘tween’ phase. Everything is ‘lame’—Mom being chief of them. If she rolls her eyes or clucks her tongue at me one more time…”


    Domino laughed. “And I’m sure you were nothing like that at her age.”


    “I was an angel.”


    “So was Satan.”


    They laughed together now. Good laughter.


    “How’s the counseling going?” Domino asked. “You still doing the support group thing?”


    “Yeah. Got one tonight.”


    “Where at?”


    “Not far.”


    “Where at?” Domino insisted.


    Amy sighed at his overprotectiveness, stood, grabbed the address from her countertop, and read it to him.


    “Okay, got it,” he said. “Who’s watching the kids?”


    “Mrs. Flannigan from across the street. You’ve met her. Nice old Irish lady? Still has a bit of an accent?”


    “I remember.”


    Another brief pause.


    “You still telling them Patrick died of cancer?” Domino eventually asked.


    “I am, yes. It’s a support group for the loss of a loved one. I didn’t think the cause was too relevant. I’ve been able to maintain a decent amount of anonymity these past few years, and I’d like to hold on to it. Although, if the assholes at First Peek had their say, my streak would come to an abrupt end.”


    “It’ll die down. Just keep doing your thing.”


    “I’m trying. When are we going to see you again? Caleb misses his idol.”


    “Ah hell…”


    Amy smiled into the phone. She knew he was blushing. Though the black skin God gave him would have hidden the fact, she knew that, if they were together, she need only press her hand to his cheek and feel its warmth.


    “Well?” she said.


    “You tell my little man that next weekend we’re gonna tear it up at—what’s that bowling place y’all go to?”


    “Landmark Lanes.”


    “You tell my little man that next weekend we’re gonna tear it up at Landmark Lanes. Carrie too if it’s not too ‘lame’ for her.”


    “Oh, she loves it there. She pretends she doesn’t, but she does.”


    “Well, then, it’s on. I’ll be in touch soon. Love you, Ames.”


    “Love you too.”


    • • •


    Domino hung up and stuffed the address Amy had given him into his pocket. He then went into his kitchen and immediately smiled at the photo stuck high and firm to one of his refrigerator doors with a Semper Fi magnet. The photo was a shot of him and Caleb at Dorney Park two summers ago. Caleb perched high on Domino’s massive shoulders, grinning, an orange Popsicle dangling in his little hand, Domino’s head turned towards the Popsicle, pretending to sneak a huge bite out of it. He remembered right after the shot when Caleb squeaked out a “Hey!” and yanked the Popsicle away, and Domino laughing hard enough to shake Caleb on his shoulders, which in turn made Caleb clamp onto Domino’s neck for dear life, giggling all the while.


    Domino loved Amy and Carrie, would die for them (and very nearly had). But damn if he didn’t have a special bond with Caleb, the little bugger.


    Domino opened the freezer door and withdrew a frosty bottle of Belvedere. Today was Sunday. Sunday was his drinking day (excluding special occasions like watching crazy Kelly Blaine on The Joan Parsons Show, of course). He touched not a drop the remaining six days of the week, but ever since retirement, his routine on Sundays was ironclad. Church. Then the liquor store in neighboring Camden. Then to the sofa where he would plop himself down with a good bottle of vodka, throw on some of his favorite old-school films, start drinking, and then, when he was drunk enough, start talking to Patrick.




    9


    Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


    Half the bottle of Belvedere was gone. He was buzzed hard, but not drunk. A man Domino’s size was not easy to topple with booze. He filled his glass with more vodka and turned off The Deer Hunter, one of the current old-school favs of his he’d been watching. He’d clicked it off during the classic Russian roulette scene where the Viet Cong are forcing the captured De Niro and Walken and other U.S. soldiers to play the deadly game against one another. A scene that Domino believed was easily one of the greatest and most intense scenes in cinematic history.


    But Patrick deserved his complete attention.


    “Spoke to Amy today,” Domino said to his empty den. “She’s doing good, brother. Healing.”


    Domino took a healthy sip.


    “She’s still doing the support group thing. Still telling everyone you died of cancer.” He chuckled dryly. “Can’t blame her, I guess. She’s had decent solitude since moving your brood out there to Montgomery County. I’m sure you’ve been out that way before. Beautiful in spots. Rural. You’d have loved it, man.”


    Domino immediately thought of Patrick’s love for the rustic outdoors—the very reason Patrick had brought his family to Crescent Lake some five years ago—and grimaced, taking down the remainder of his vodka in a single gulp. Alcohol allowed him to talk to Patrick, but it also loosened the cap on his tank of guilt. His talks with Patrick were meant to be cathartic, to let him remember the good, not to drown him in fault and sorrow.


    He went to his freezer and poured himself another glass. Most Sundays he never finished the whole bottle. Now it was seeming likely.


    He flopped back onto the sofa, spilling some vodka on his lap and not caring. “Spoke to Caleb today. Amy called me his idol. I all but cried, man. A good cry, but a bad one, you know? Good because I can be there for him as a male role model throughout his life, but…you know…bad because…” Tears started. His throat began to tighten. He cleared it loudly and wiped his eyes. “Bad because that role model should be you.”


    His landline rang. Very few had this number. Amy again?


    He stood, swayed a little, and made it to the kitchen. Caller ID said it was an unknown number. His drunkenness egged on his curiosity.


    “Hello?”


    “Is Monica there?” An odd, sexless voice. As if they were using a voice changer.


    “What?” Domino’s tone was not polite.


    “Is Monica there?”


    “Who is this?” Like Amy in Montgomery County, Domino had decent solitude in Philadelphia after retirement. Still, what was it Amy had said earlier? Having an unlisted number in this day and age didn’t mean shit? Sad but true. But then that would mean this person calling his home knew exactly whom they were calling and, more unsettling, whom they were asking for.


    Monica.


    Had to be a wrong number.


    “I think I’ve got the wrong number,” the caller said.


    Domino forced a civil tone. “It’s all right.”


    The caller hung up.


    Now his cell phone rang in the den.


    Though not as private as his landline, only a small handful of people had his cell number. When it rang, he only expected the odd telemarketer (who rarely phoned back after Domino told them exactly what they could do with whatever they were selling) or someone he knew and trusted.


    He went to his den. Like the caller ID for his landline, the one for his cell read it was an unknown number.


    “Hello?”


    “Is Monica there?” Same odd voice again.


    Domino believed in coincidence as much as he did Bigfoot. “What kind of fucking game are you playing?”


    They hung up.


    His landline rang again. He rushed for it, banging his shin on the coffee table in the process, edging his mood into powder keg territory.


    He did not bother to check the caller ID this time. Just snatched the phone from its receiver. “Who is this?”


    “Is Patrick there?”


    Domino’s rage nearly flew off its leash at the mere mention of Patrick’s name. He found it impossible to reply right away; could only breathe into the phone as he tried to steady himself.


    “Why won’t you talk to me?” the voice asked.


    “Tell me who you are first,” he managed.


    “Guess.”


    “Fuck you.”


    “We can make it fun. Ever play hot and cold?”


    Domino took a single deep breath through his nose and let it out slowly, still struggling to control his rage. “I guess who you are, and you say ‘hot’ or ‘cold’ depending on how close I am,” he eventually said.


    “Exactly. Only I don’t want you to guess who I am, I want you to guess where I am, Mr. Belvedere.”


    An instant surge of adrenaline raised the flesh on Domino’s arms. He hung up, hurried back to his den, and opened his wall safe. Withdrew his Glock 9mm, popped the clip, checked the ammo, then slammed the clip back home. He then unlocked his sliding glass door and stepped outside onto the back porch.


    His cell rang again. He hit answer but said nothing.


    “Cold,” the voice said.


    Domino inched towards the edge of his porch. Leaned over the railing and scanned his backyard in all directions.


    “Colder.”


    “You can see me, huh?” he asked.


    “Unfortunately. You haven’t aged well.”


    Something started to gel. He might have gotten there sooner after the mere mention of Patrick’s name, but alcohol and rage had blurred his reasoning.


    He stepped back inside and locked the sliding glass door.


    “Warmer.”


    Domino tossed some bait. “Playing a kid’s game like the amateur you are. Why am I not surprised?”


    A pause, and then: “This ‘amateur’ is going to pull off what your ‘professional’ never could.”


    Domino could not help but smile. More bait: “Oh, that Joan Parsons really got to you last year, didn’t she, Kelly?”


    No reply.


    Domino started down his hallway towards the front door to double-check the locks. “I don’t know how the hell you did it, but simply locating one’s phone number is hardly cause for a pat on the back.” Then, saving the best bait for last: “Monica Kemp, you are NOT.”


    Kelly Blaine responded without the voice changer. “You’re right. I’m not Monica. I’m better. And you’re red hot.”


    Domino’s front door burst open, the impact splintering the frame, catching Domino in the chest and knocking him clean off his feet, head ricocheting back against the hardwood floor, gun and phone flying.


    Two enormous men came through his doorway, one bald, one not. Both ugly and scarred. The one with hair wielded an aluminum baseball bat, the bald one a weighted battering ram that hung in both his hands like a small cannon with handles.


    The bald one set the battering ram to the floor and closed the door behind them. He then pulled a thick length of pipe from his waistband and tested its weight with a solid whack into his palm.


    Both men loomed over a dazed Domino.


    “This is the Negro who kill Ivan?” the one with the hair asked in a thick Russian accent.


    “That’s what the girl said,” the bald one replied, his accent no less thick and Russian.


    “I thought he was supposed to be sick.”


    Sick? Domino managed to process. What the hell is that supposed to mean?


    The bald one shrugged. “That’s what she tell me.”


    “He look drunk, not sick.”


    Slowly, and with no sudden movements, Domino began scooting back along his hardwood floor, trying to buy himself time until his head cleared. If he had to guess, he’d wager “Ivan” was one of the three Russian men he was forced to kill when Monica had hold of him back in the Pine Barrens, and these lumps standing over him now were somehow related, seeking vengeance.


    As for “the girl” the lumps mentioned? Well, that had to be Kelly, didn’t it? Amateur indeed. If she was looking to one-up Monica, she was not only on the wrong track by trying the same exact thing Monica had, but she was only sending two men to the party instead of three.


    “You’re right, I am drunk,” Domino began, still casually scooting backwards, still looking to buy time. “Why do you think she told you I was sick?”


    Neither man replied. And they were not ignorant of Domino’s movement; they followed him, step for scoot, unnervingly patient, as though they were in no rush to do the job.


    Domino went on. “The girl who sent you…she can’t be trusted. If she paid you and told you I was going to be an easy target because I was sick, she was lying.”


    The two men exchanged a look.


    Bald placed his gaze back on Domino and said: “She is paying us nothing. She only tell us you kill Ivan and where we find you.” Bald slapped the heavy pipe into his palm again. “This is personal.”


    Hair grinned and brandished the bat. “She tell us you being sick is just bonus. Allows us to take our time and have fun.”


    Domino had managed to scoot into his den without incident. His head was somewhat clear now. Still buzzed good from the alcohol, yes, but the cobwebs from banging the back of his head on the hallway floor were gone.


    “Well, I’m sorry to ruin your fun, boys,” he said. “But I’m not sick…” Then, in fluent Russian: “And I’m no easy target.”


    The two men paused, Domino’s Russian throwing them as he’d hoped it would, buying him precious seconds.


    Domino rolled and dove at Hair’s waist, hitting him with a diving tackle that would have cut a smaller man in two. The two big men crashed hard to the floor, Domino on top. Hair fought to regain his consciousness. Bald lunged forward with the pipe, swung it for all he was worth at Domino’s head. Domino rolled away at the last second, and the pipe came down onto Hair’s skull instead, knocking him cold.


    “B`lyad’!” Bald cried.


    Domino hopped to his feet. “‘Fuck’ indeed, dumbass.” He started laughing. “I’m dealing with two-thirds of the Russian Three Stooges here. I guess that would make you Curly with your bald ass, da?”


    Bald growled and charged forward, pipe high. Domino caught his charge with a thrusting kick to the gut, folding Bald in half, the pipe leaving his grip and clanging to the floor.


    Bald writhed at Domino’s feet, wide eyed and gasping, desperate to find air. Domino immediately stomped on his face and put him to sleep. He then hurried toward his wall safe, unlocked it, withdrew four pairs of plastic flex cuffs, and went to work on cuffing both men by the wrists and ankles as they slept.


    • • •


    Finished, Domino went towards the front door to look for his gun and cell phone. He swayed then stumbled along the way, dropping to his knees. He shook his head once and hard. Surely the adrenaline of the fight had helped sober him up. So why did he suddenly feel even drunker than before?


    He got to his feet and resumed his search, eventually spotting his gun in the kitchen and his cell phone by the front door.


    Heading back towards the two men, he swayed again, slapping a heavy hand against the wall to steady himself.


    “The hell is wrong with me?” he muttered.


    Hair started to come to. Domino stood over him, gun in his face.


    “Where is she?” Domino asked.


    Hair blinked several times, dazed, perhaps forgetting where he was.


    Domino slapped him. “Where is she?”


    Hair flashed disgust, Domino’s slap bringing him all the way back into the world. “I don’t speak English,” he said.


    Domino slapped him again. “I know you speak English, dick hole. Where is she?”


    Hair looked away.


    Domino struck him in the throat with his fingers, in and out like a snake. Hair gasped, and Domino jammed the gun barrel into his mouth.


    “I only need one of you to talk,” he said. “Maybe your buddy is more reasonable.” Domino cocked the trigger and raised his free hand over Hair’s face to shield the inevitable blood spatter after he blew his brains out.


    The bluff worked. Hair’s eyes bugged out of his head and he began a frantic string of garbled pleas (in English) around the barrel of the gun.


    Domino pulled the gun from his mouth. “Where is she?”


    “I don’t know where she is. I swear to you.”


    “Bullshit. She was watching me. She even knew the brand of vodka I was drinking.”


    “She do that all before.”


    Domino frowned. “What? What the hell does that mean?”


    Bald began to stir. Came to and started fighting his binds. Plastic cuffs are quick and easy, but they aren’t perfect. An exceptionally strong man could snap them—and Bald was a big boy.


    Domino left Hair, walked over to Bald, and stomped on his face again. Back to bed.


    He returned to Hair, stumbled and fell to his knees at Hair’s side. He shook his head hard again. Something was definitely wrong. His buzz should be receding, not growing.


    Domino wrapped his hand around Hair’s throat and pointed the gun between his eyes. “Why did you think I would be sick? Tell me now or you’re dead.”


    “I already tell you everything. I know nothing else. She tell us you kill Ivan and where you live and that you will be sick and easy to hurt.”


    “Hurt? Not kill?”


    “Yes. We were not supposed to kill you.”


    “Because she wanted to be the one, right?”


    Hair shrugged. “I guess. I don’t know.”


    “How would she know when to show? You supposed to call her? No, of course not—she can see, right?”


    Domino stood, swayed and stumbled all the way to the right, his big body hitting and cracking the drywall before dropping to his knees once again. He raised his head and looked at Hair. Hair looked back, his eager expression akin to a hunter waiting for an animal to succumb to the wound he’d inflicted.


    Only he’s not the hunter. She is. She inflicted the wound. But how?


    (Mr. Belvedere.)


    Domino’s last thought before he blacked out was both a question and an answer: How the hell did she get to the vodka?




    10


    Domino woke in a fetal position on his den floor. He was bound by the ankles and wrists with the same type of plastic flex cuffs he’d used on the two Russian men, who, curiously, were in the same predicament he’d left them, fetal and bound on the floor as well, facing him—whoever had bound Domino while he was unconscious


    (you know it was Kelly)


    had not bothered to free the two Russian men yet. And the Russian men, big as they were, had either not yet attempted to break free of their plastic binds, or were simply unable to.


    Domino, however, was able. Or was once able; he quickly found out, after his first attempt, that his entire body was useless. Every damn thing useless. Except for his mind. A dreadfully ironic


    (deliberate?)


    predicament when he recalled its woozy condition only moments ago.


    But was it moments ago? How long had he been out?


    Everything but his mind, paralyzed. He couldn’t even speak. Just blink, breathe, listen, and think.


    Deliberate.


    What the hell had she given him? And was she here now? In his den? If he could turn his head, he’d look for her. If he could talk, he’d call for her. The best he could manage was a weak moan that never left his mouth, just reverberated in his throat.


    He heard footsteps approaching from behind, a soft tread on his hardwood floor. Now the sense of someone standing over him. And very close. Domino was forced to watch the Russian men’s reaction to gauge the scene behind him. He saw no initial alarm or panic in their eyes. This told him it was someone they knew. This told him Kelly Blaine was here.


    “Cut us free,” Bald said.


    “You failed me,” she said. Her tone was cavalier, unsettling.


    “You said he’d be sick.”


    Domino sensed her squatting behind him now. Felt gloved hands working on the flex cuffs binding his wrists and ankles, cutting them free. Finished, Kelly took hold of his right wrist, raised his heavy arm in the air, and then let it slap uselessly to the floor in front of him.


    “Does he look well to you?” she asked after her display.


    “He was not like that before,” Bald said. “He was still strong. Too strong.”


    “It’s okay,” she said coolly. “You were supposed to fail.”


    “What?”


    Domino felt a gloved hand on his cheek now. She caressed his face as she spoke. “Well, I did happen to watch him kill your pal Ivan and two other men with his bare hands, you know. I’d have to be a fool to think the two of you alone could get the job done.”


    A setup. A goddamn setup. She wasn’t being careless in attempting to mimic what Monica had tried; she was using these two unwitting lumps to play interference for her.


    As if reading Domino’s mind, Kelly confirmed his thought for him. “You were a distraction,” she said to Bald. “Allowed me to enter unnoticed while he beat the shit out of you. That’s all.”


    “Okay, so we did our job,” Hair spoke up. “Cut us free now.”


    Kelly stopped caressing Domino’s cheek and stood. She approached the two men, and Domino got a look at Kelly Blaine for the first time since her appearance on The Joan Parsons Show.


    Her hair was long and dark as he remembered. She was small as he remembered. She wore a black wool overcoat and gloves.


    What Domino did not see was the mask she frequently wore. The mask that she wore in court. The mask that she wore on The Joan Parsons Show. That she wore when she needed to be on stage before a public that could not know she was a baleful psychopath.


    She was not wearing the mask because she had no need for it. No secrets to hide, no performances to give. The mask was off, and the terrifying potential of what lay beneath was on full display.


    “I can’t cut you free just yet. This is a home invasion gone awry, after all.” Then, in a mock Russian accent: “Revenge for your fallen comrade.”


    She laughed, produced Domino’s gun from inside her coat, grabbed a pillow from the sofa, placed it over Hair’s face to muffle the sound, and pulled the trigger.


    There was a pop, and Hair’s bound legs momentarily convulsed as one before coming to a dead stop.


    Kelly removed the pillow, and peeked at her work beneath. “Eww,” she said. She turned and made a silly yuck face at Domino. “I got him in the eyeball. So gross.”


    Bald started screaming for help. Kelly tossed the gun on the sofa and picked the lead pipe that Bald had brought with him up off the floor. Without hesitation, she brought it down onto Bald’s skull.


    The first blow stunned him. The second knocked him out. The third, fourth, fifth, and sixth made sure he was dead.


    Domino could only look on, sickened with himself that one of his first thoughts was that the Russian’s once shiny bald head was the perfect canvas to accentuate the excessive damage Kelly had done.


    Panting, Kelly strode towards Domino, placed the pipe in his limp hand, curled his fist around it to ensure his prints took, then tossed it aside, metal clanging on wood wherever it landed.


    She squatted next to Domino again, this time facing him, looking him in the eye. “No need to do that for the gun, right? I imagine your prints are already all over it.”


    Done with the pipe. Is she done with the gun now too? What does that leave? The bat? The aluminum bat Hair brought?


    Domino willed every muscle in his body to move. Felt as if he was tapping into his very soul, willing something, anything to move. He zeroed in on her supple throat. If he could just get his hand around her neck, he could rip her throat clean out. Just move, goddammit. Please move.


    “Do you remember anything unusual at the liquor store today, Domino?”


    Domino quickly thought back. He remembered nothing out of the ordinary, no strange faces, no odd behavior from employees; quite the contrary, Karl the shop clerk had greeted him with a friendly hello as he did every Sunday, even remarked how lucky Domino was to grab the last bottle of Belvedere, that a couple of guys came in not long ago and nearly cleaned him out…of…the…stuff…


    Ah, shit. Did they happen to be two big Russian fellas, Karl? One bald, one not? Of course they did. And that one bottle they left on the shelf. Did they happen to bring it in with them and place it on the shelf when you weren’t looking, by chance? After spiking it with God knows what? Pull the security tape, Karl; I’ll bet you all the fucking Belvedere in Poland I’m spot on.


    Kelly smiled. “Yes, that’s right. The same liquor store you go to every single Sunday at the exact same time after church. It’s hard to tell, you practically being a zombie right now and all, but I’m willing to bet you just figured it out. Retirement got you complacent, didn’t it, big fella? Started developing routines?” She shook her head. “Tsk, tsk…”


    She’s so damn close. Move, goddammit…


    Domino focused all of his will on his right arm. He didn’t need the rest of his body to move. If he could just move his right arm, get his hand around that supple neck. Even at twenty percent strength, he was sure he could crush it.


    “I don’t want to be Monica, Domino. I never wanted to be Monica. Monica’s a failure. She failed in killing you, and she failed in killing Amy.” She caressed his face again. “But I won’t fail. And I am going to do what Monica never could—because I can.”


    Oh, Christ, no, please no…


    “Do you know what Amy is doing tonight?” she asked him. “She’s going to some support group out in Montgomery County. It’s at some guy’s home. Apparently, the members take turns as hosts. She’s been doing it for a while now, you know.” She smiled and patted his arm. “Of course you know. You’re pretty chummy with her, huh? Her kids too. I love the photo on the fridge. The one of you and Caleb. Yes, I know their names. I know a lot, don’t I? I always was good at homework—well, when it benefitted me directly, that is. Hated algebra.” She laughed at her own wit.


    If you go near that family, I’ll kill you. I will kill you stone fucking dead, you crazy bitch.


    “I could never go after Amy directly, of course. Well, I could, but I’d probably end up being a person of interest after they found the mess, wouldn’t I? I mean, I never did have a beef with Amy; we’ve never even really spoken. But I would almost certainly be a person of interest—at least initially. Definitely don’t want that hassle.”


    She stood, continued talking as she approached the two Russians.


    “So yeah, I’ve got no beef with Amy, or even you for that matter. Sure, you did catch me a few years ago, but that’s just your bullshit Superman code you live by; I didn’t take it personally.”


    She pulled a straight razor from her coat pocket, bent and started cutting the Russians’ binds and then pocketing the plastic strips after.


    “Anyway, I can’t go after Amy directly, so I thought, why not Amy and a host of others? The support group tonight in a private residence is the perfect place. All those people—who would ever know who the prime target was supposed to be? Especially after what I have planned comes to light. In a weird way, I kind of wish you were going to be alive to see it. It’s going to be so much fun, and more than a little brilliant, if I do say so myself.”


    Domino wiggled a finger.


    “You were right when you said Joan Parsons got to me. She did.” She cut the last of the flex cuffs, pocketed them, and turned back to Domino. “Oh, sure, I know I was playing it up as the victim and all—and doing my usual stellar job—but still, it got to me.” She knelt beside him again, started tracing the blade of the straight razor lightly across his face.


    Domino wiggled a second finger.


    “The moment that pretentious cunt said what she did on national television, I knew what I had to do. I needed to prove it to myself. No one else. Me. I needed to prove that Monica Kemp wasn’t just my peer, but that I was better. Much, much better. Because I am. Hell, when you think about it, I was the actual catalyst to her death. If it wasn’t for my setting that funhouse of hers in the Pine Barrens on fire, she never would have left and gotten herself killed by Amy.”


    She traced the blade down his cheek and stopped at his throat.


    “A home invasion gone awry. Two Russian men seeking vengeance against Domino Taylor for the murder of their—what the hell was he to them again? Cousin? Friend?” She shrugged uncaringly. “Anyway, Mr. Taylor, Marine and trained security specialist, thwarted their attempts, however, killing both men in a heroic act of self-defense.” She smiled and took the blade off his throat so she could give tiny little claps and applause. “Yaaay.”


    Three fingers. He felt blood returning to his forearm.


    Kelly placed the blade back on Domino’s neck. “Unfortunately, Mr. Taylor suffered substantial injuries during the assault—”


    Twenty percent strength is all I need! Fifteen! I’ll take fifteen!!!


    “—and ultimately succumbed to those injuries.”


    She began a slow, deliberate cut into Domino’s neck.


    MOVE, GODDAMMIT! MOVE!!!!!


    Domino’s right arm sprang to life and flew toward Kelly, his hand going straight for her throat.


    Kelly flinched, fell back onto her butt and quickly scooted away.


    Domino continued to flail wildly with his right arm like a man groping in the dark.


    Kelly hopped to her feet. Momentarily startled, she was now smiling as she regained her composure and breathed out a sigh of relief.


    “Serves me right for going on and on,” she said. “I’m going to kill you, Mr. Bond,” she began in playful, sinister tones, “but first let me take considerable time in telling you the intricate details of my master plan so that you may thwart them later.” She laughed hard. “I almost became a cliché casualty!”


    Kelly positioned herself just out of Domino’s reach, bent over him, and continued slitting his throat, careful to avoid the arterial spray.


    Finished, she took a selfie with Domino’s cell phone—her grinning; him dying—and then pocketed it.


    • • •


    Domino’s final image of Kelly Blaine was a slanted view of her strolling down the hallway toward his front door, carrying the pillow she’d used to muffle the gun, and speaking over her shoulder as she left him to die:


    “In other news, Amy Lambert, survivor of the infamous Crescent Lake Massacre, was found dead…”


    • • •


    Amy’s cell rang. The screen displayed Domino’s landline number.


    She’d kind of expected this. Expected it nearly every Sunday, actually. She knew about Domino’s Sunday ritual of drinking and mourning Patrick. Knew that he often phoned her after strapping on a healthy buzz, wanting to talk, if only for a minute or two, and often about nothing at all. Amy had her support group sessions; Domino had this.


    “Hey, big guy,” Amy answered. “How’s that Belvedere treating you?”


    No reply.


    “Domino? You there?”


    No reply.


    “Did you drunk dial me, mister?” she said with a smile. “Hellooo?”


    Still nothing.


    She hung up, tempted to phone him back. Except this was not the first time he’d called her and hung up without saying hello. It had happened a few times before, in fact. He’d later confessed that he’d been too drunk to talk, but needed to hear her voice. Needed to hear that she was safe so he could relay the message to Patrick at the time. Amy never once questioned it. Just smiled and took his hand and said, “You can hang up on me anytime,” to which Domino let loose his trademark laugh that shook the house.


    Amy smiled at the memory and decided not to call him back.


    • • •


    Domino flopping, bleeding profusely, feeling as though his body belonged to someone else, found his cordless phone. He tried and failed three times at first, fingers too slick with blood, hands too weak and uncooperative with whatever drug Kelly had given him.


    Please, he begged his body.


    On the fourth try, he got Amy.


    “Hey, big guy. How’s that Belvedere treating you?”


    Domino opened his mouth to speak. Only blood escaped. He could not even manage a moan this time.


    “Domino? You there?”


    He tried to speak again and had even less success than before. His vision was a narrowing tunnel.


    “Did you drunk dial me, mister?”


    Domino started crying. No sound, just steady streams of tears down his cheeks.


    “Hellooo?”


    Patrick…I’m sorry…


    Amy hung up.




    11


    Kathy Brown, aka Kat, aka Aunt Kat, was waiting outside on the front steps of her cozy suburban home when her brother, Allan, pulled up. Her smile was bright and true, and when she stood she performed tiny jumps in place with little claps of her hands. Whether it was strictly a show for the girls in the back seat or genuine excitement at their arrival, Allan couldn’t have loved his sister any more because the girls started laughing and giggling at once, easing any misgivings he’d had about dropping them off for the night after their asking to stay home earlier that day.


    The second Allan rolled the SUV to a stop out front, Jamie and Janine darted from the car and raced toward an open-armed Aunt Kat. Any other woman might have toppled from the impact of the twins’ charging embrace, but Kathy Brown was no stranger to fitness. Long brown hair eternally in a ponytail (Allan could not, for the life of him, recall the last time he’d seen her with it down) and always donning some sort of attire that would do in a pinch if a workout fix beckoned (tonight’s was black sweats and a black tee that showed off her sinewy arms), Kathy clearly had made exercise her stress-buster of choice. And although Allan was grateful it was something healthy, unlike his preferred method of scotch and saturated fats, such a thing could be overdone. And judging by the increasing vascularity and weight loss he noticed every subsequent time he saw his sister, his concerns were not without merit. Not so much for the fact that she may injure herself, but for the underlining cause of such excessiveness.


    Never one to discuss her problems (depression, generalized anxiety disorder, and an ugly divorce from a douchebag of the highest order), Kathy was always the type to smile, pat your arm a little too hard, and insist “I’m fine, I’m fine” whenever you tried to get too deep. She was a world-class shrink when it came to talking about Allan, but when it came to herself, not a chance. It simply wasn’t her way. The gym was her way. And Allan had noticed once again, as he had each successive time prior, that she looked even thinner than before, more veiny than before. Ironically, unhealthy. He would file this away for another time. Although he supposed he might as well file it in the trash for all the success he would likely end up having in getting anywhere with her when the time came.


    Aunt Kat held and squeezed her “Kittens,” firing off a million things at once: Tell me about school. How was your sleepover? You’re getting taller every day. Any boyfriends yet? And so on.


    Allan, whose chauffeur duties apparently now extended to those of bellhop, reached into the back seat and pulled out both girls’ overnight bags, slinging them over one shoulder with a grunt.


    “Yeah, no worries, girls; I’ve got everything,” he called to them.


    The twins spun and ran to their father to retrieve their things. Kathy laughed her raspy laugh.


    “Go on inside, there’s a surprise waiting for you,” Kathy said to her nieces when they returned with their overnight bags.


    “What is it?” Janine asked.


    “Go in and see,” Kathy replied.


    The girls started to bolt for the front door.


    “WAIT!” Allan called. Christ, how many times had he said that to them today? He marveled at the resiliency of children. Every emotion he’d experienced today still clung to him like something sticky he couldn’t quite wash off. The girls had had their share of emotion too—the talk of their mother and cancer in the car; the wanting to attend tonight; watching their father lose it when getting a ticket—but right now their whole world resided in the mystery surprise from Aunt Kat lying in wait behind her front door. Nothing else existed. Allan wanted to bottle this resiliency for use with his girls at a later date. For when that moment he was ruminating over earlier, about discussing the death of their mother, finally hit. The one that would make “The Talk” seem like a cakewalk.


    And for himself.


    Allan would love to bottle the stuff for himself. Hell, he’d walk around with it in a paper bag, taking pulls from it every ten minutes like some kind of drunk.


    The girls, hearing their father’s cry, turned and froze a few feet from their aunt Kat’s front door.


    “There is no way you are going inside that house without saying goodbye to your father,” he said to them.


    Kathy smiled at the scene.


    The girls immediately spun and ran back toward their father, hugging him simultaneously. Allan’s throat tightened. His heart swelled.


    “I love my Deejays,” he said.


    “We love you too,” they returned somewhat robotically, though Allan took zero offense. Nothing else existed except for the mystery surprise waiting for them behind Aunt Kat’s door, he reminded himself. And he would sacrifice a thousand love you too’s to give them this moment time and time again. A moment free of everything and anything but the here and now.


    He then wondered about himself. What would it take for him to be momentarily free of everything and anything? To bask in the here and now? A hell of a lot more than a little surprise from his sister; that was for damn sure.


    “Gimme a kiss,” he said, bending and kissing his girls one at a time. He then patted them on their butts and said: “Okay, go.”


    They dashed for their aunt Kat’s front door once again, not to be denied by their father’s increasingly habitual wait! this time.


    Kathy turned to Allan after watching the girls disappear through her front door and said: “So how’s things, ding-a-ling?”


    Allan smiled. “Like I said on the phone, one day at a time. What’s the surprise you got them?”


    Kathy waved a hand at her brother. “Just junk. Candy, toys. So, what’s happening tonight?”


    Allan shrugged. “The usual. Grief-stricken people sharing grief. Catharsis has a weird sense of humor.”


    He expected a chuckle from his sister, but got a concerned face in return. “You look tired,” she said.


    “I am tired. I just had half the girls from my daughters’ elementary school stay the night at my house.”


    Still no chuckle, but she did smile. “What kind of turnout are you expecting tonight?” she asked.


    He shrugged again. “It fluctuates. Some people go once and can’t handle it, never show up again. Others show and get hooked, become regulars.”


    He paused there for a moment, thought about telling his sister the conversation he’d had with the girls earlier that day, but decided against it. The devil in him was all too keen to let the filterless mouths of his daughters bombard his sister with such queries about the content of the evening’s meeting and why they weren’t allowed to attend, see whether she could exercise her way out of that one. But of course he knew she’d be just fine. It was about someone else, after all, not her.


    “Aaannnd…?” Kathy crooned, waiting on her brother like the dog-eared paperback he was to her.


    “And nothing,” he said, wanting to punch her in the gut like they were kids again for her knowing him so well, although truth be told, she had delivered most of the gut-punching growing up.


    “Well, it’s good that you’re a regular,” she said. “It must help.”


    “It doesn’t hurt. Commiserating doesn’t have to be a one-way street, you know,” he said, bracing himself after such a passive-aggressive dig, memories of childhood gut-punches being mere moments ago and all.


    “There’s that humor again, little brother,” she said, patting his face gently, each pat becoming increasingly harder until she whacked him a good, albeit harmless, one. “Remember to never lose it.”


    Allan laughed and rubbed his cheek. “Make sure they do their homework. You sure you don’t mind taking them tomorrow?”


    “Would you shut up?”


    He smiled and started for his car. “Take care of my girls.”


    “My Kittens are always safe with me,” she said. Then: “I hope tonight goes well. I hope you get some new faces.”


    “We’ll see.”




    12


    Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


    Kensington Avenue


    Only Jennifer paced the room of the apartment. Tim and Michael were far too sick, lying back to back in fetal balls on the room’s solitary mattress, sweating, shivering, moaning. No less sick, Jennifer’s violent tendencies did not allow her to just lie and moan, waiting for their fix to arrive. She was more apt to stomp around the decrepit apartment, kicking and smashing what few items they had. Or what few items the true residents had. No one knew who the house truly belonged to. They’d managed to squat here for over a week now, undisturbed. The small girl with the long dark hair had found it for them. Told them to hole up there and wait for her arrival each day as opposed to going on the street for it.


    Except now she was late. She was late, and Jennifer, periodically pulling long swaths of black hair from the self-inflicted thinning patch on the side of her head, was not pleased.


    “Fuck this. Fuck this, man. She said three. Didn’t she say three? She said three, right?”


    “What time is it?” Tim said in a weak voice from the mattress.


    “I don’t know. Do you know? I don’t fucking know. It’s gotta be close to three though, right?” She kicked the mattress. Both men moaned in protest. “Right?”


    Michael rolled his head over the side of the mattress and vomited. Rolled back and assumed the same fetal position as though he’d done nothing. Neither Jennifer nor Tim seemed to care.


    “If she wants us to do this thing for her tonight, no fucking way am I doing it sick,” Jennifer said. “No fucking way. She can’t expect us to do it sick. She can’t. She wants us to be right for this? She wants us to be right? We can’t be sick. She can’t expect us to be sick. No way. No fucking way.” She pulled more hair from the side of her head and then absently flicked her fingers back and forth, the long strands falling to the floor.


    An agonizing moment passed. Shivering, sweating, vomiting.


    Jennifer picked up one of their only two chairs and threw it across the room. “She’s got five minutes,” she said. “Five minutes or I’m going on the street for it.”


    “Don’t be stupid,” Michael said. He had vomit on his cheek. “Any shit you get out there will pale to what she’s been bringing us.”


    Jennifer approached the mattress. “I’m saying for now. Just for now. Until she arrives. We get something just for now to hold us over. Just for now.”


    Neither guy responded. Jennifer kicked the mattress again. Both men moaned in protest again.


    “Look at you two, laying there like a couple of pussies. Big tough guys when you’re all fixed up, aren’t you? Look at you now.” She kicked the mattress. “Look at you now.” Kick. “Look at you now.” Kick.


    “Fucking stop!” Tim yelled.


    There was a knock at the door. Tim and Michael sat up.


    Jennifer rushed for the door and opened it.


    Kelly Blaine walked in. She was not alone.


    “Who’s this?” Jennifer demanded, gesturing to the disheveled man standing beside Kelly. The man looked as if he hadn’t slept in days, eaten in weeks, bathed in months.


    Kelly said nothing, just stepped deeper into the apartment with the disheveled man at her heels like a puppy.


    “Boys,” Kelly said, gesturing to Tim and Michael on the mattress. “You’re looking well.”


    “Fuck you, man,” Tim said. “We’ve been waiting forever.”


    Kelly’s eyebrows bounced. “Fuck me? Maybe I should come back when you’re feeling more polite.”


    “No!” Michael rolled off the mattress and found his feet. He stood hunched over, clutching his stomach, his dark hair soaked with sweat, complexion a ghostly white. He spun toward Tim. “Tim, shut the fuck up!” Spun back to Kelly. “He didn’t mean it. Seriously, we just need a little something, is all. He didn’t mean it, right, Tim?”


    Tim was on his feet now, his sickly posture and appearance identical to that of Michael’s minus the dark hair. Tim’s hair was blond and thinning, the abundance of sweat accentuating the diffuse loss throughout his scalp. He began nodding vehemently, forcing a smile that appeared like a grimace.


    “Yeah, totally,” Tim said. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”


    Kelly pulled a cigarette from her long black overcoat and lit it with a black Zippo. She kept the tiny lid of the lighter open for a moment and exhaled a long, thin stream of smoke into the Zippo’s trademark windproof flame, watching it flicker and shrink before it stood tall again. She finally glanced back at the two men before her. “You guys really don’t look so hot,” she said. “I’m beginning to have doubts about tonight.”


    “We’ll be fine,” Michael said. “Hook us up and we’ll be fine.”


    “Guaranteed,” Tim added.


    Jennifer stepped in front of Tim and Michael and faced Kelly. “You’ve seen us when we’re fixed up. We’re good as gold, and you know it. You just gotta keep us fixed up is all. Just keep us fixed up.”


    Kelly took a deep drag of her cigarette and looked away in thought. “I don’t know—I’m not sure how long this thing is going to run tonight. Could last well into the morning.”


    “That’s fine,” Jennifer said. “It can last a week. We don’t give a shit. As long as we have enough to keep us good, we’ll go until you say when.”


    Kelly gave a theatrical and pensive purse of the lips. “Yeah, I’m just—I don’t know…”


    “What?” Michael said, running a shaking hand through his hair.


    “I question that extra mile,” Kelly said.


    “Huh?” Jennifer said.


    “I question if you’re truly willing to go that extra mile for me like you promised you would.” She turned and looked at the unkempt man she’d arrived with. “I know Winston would. Isn’t that right, Winston?”


    Winston nodded quickly, scratching his scalp hard enough to look as though he meant to draw blood.


    “What?!” Jennifer said. “You can’t back out! You gave us your word! You promised we’d be fixed for months after it was over. You gave us your word!”


    Kelly exhaled smoke and again donned the pensive purse of the lips. “Yeah, but…I guess I just feel like I need more convincing.”


    “Anything,” Tim said. “We will do absolutely anything you ask us to.”


    “Anything,” Jennifer echoed.


    Kelly laughed. “And a junkie’s word is always so reliable. Especially when they need a fix.”


    Michael spit on the floor. “We could rush you and take it,” he said. “You’ve got it on you now, right? What’s stopping us from rushing you and taking it?”


    Kelly laughed again. “You could do that. But what about tomorrow? You wanna go on the street for stuff that’s one-tenth as good as what I’ve been giving you?”


    “No, we don’t,” Tim said. “Michael, shut the FUCK up. He’s not speaking for me, Kelly.”


    “Or me,” Jennifer said.


    Michael spit again, spun, and went toward the window, a dirty cracked pane that looked down on a dirty cracked street.


    “Anything,” Jennifer reiterated.


    “Please,” Tim said.


    Kelly looked over toward Michael, who was still staring out the window, down into the lawless and unreliable streets below. “Michael?” she said.


    Michael faced the group. “I’m sorry. My head’s fucked. I don’t feel right. Anything you want. Anything.”


    Kelly nodded. “I brought Winston up here with the promise of a fix,” she said. “And he may get it too. He may get what I’d intended to give all three of you. Enough to last him days.” Kelly dropped her cigarette to the floor and stubbed it out with her toe. “That is, unless you beat him to death first.”


    All four addicts exchanged twitchy looks.


    “Beat him with what?” Jennifer asked.


    “Beat him to death,” Kelly corrected.


    “Beat him to death with what?”


    Kelly surveyed the room. “I see a chair, a table, ash trays, needles…” She gave a little shrug. “Surprise me.”


    All four stood frozen.


    Kelly smiled, went into her overcoat and brandished a generous bag of heroin. “Convince me how serious you are,” she said to Jennifer, Tim, and Michael. Then to Winston: “You too, Winston, old boy.” Then to all of them: “Winner gets to chase one hell of a dragon.”




    13


    As big as the bag of heroin was, Winston wanted no part of this game. He was a transient, a survivor. He hadn’t lasted this long on the streets by courting danger. He ran from it. As he did now.


    Winston spun, went for the door, jerked it open, and the chain caught, Kelly having quietly slid it home when Winston’s attention was on Jennifer, Tim, and Michael.


    Winston cried out and fumbled with the chain, eventually having to close the door first in order to provide the slack he needed to slide the chain free.


    Kelly looked over at Jennifer, Tim, and Michael. “He’s going to get away.”


    Michael lunged first, snatching Winston around the neck and dragging him away from the door. Winston fought back. Not with his fists, no; Winston’s fighting ability was more akin to that of a feral animal’s. He clawed, bit, gouged, spat. The savagery of his attack deterred Michael’s own assault, and he backed off as if he had provoked a wild animal.


    “Fucking crazy!” Michael yelled.


    Winston went for the door again. Michael changed tactics and dove for Winston’s legs, wrapping them up at the knee. Tim immediately dove at Winston’s torso, Michael’s grip on Winston’s legs allowing both men to topple Winston like a plank. All three men hit the floor together. Winston continued to fight like an animal, looking to bite any nose, any digit that came near his mouth, gouge any eyes that came near his thumbs.


    Jennifer appeared with the heavy wooden chair raised high overhead, thick veins bulging from her malnourished neck. “Hold him still! Fucking hold him!”


    Michael kept a firm hold on Winston’s legs. Tim managed to pin both arms but was clearly struggling from the effort.


    “HIT HIM!” Tim yelled.


    Jennifer brought the wooden chair down onto Winston’s head. There was a thick crack, like kindling over one’s knee.


    Winston barely flinched. Fought harder still.


    “Jesus Chr—AGAIN!” Tim yelled. “Hit him again!”


    Jennifer did. Seven times total. The only thing stopping her was the chair giving before Winston’s skull. She stood panting over Winston’s body with only a solitary chair leg in her hand, the remainder of the chair spread around them, looking not unlike the aforementioned kindling.


    Winston’s face was a mess.


    Michael slowly rolled off of Winston’s knees and lay on his back, gasping. Tim let go of Winston’s arms and scooted backward before doing the same as Michael, flopping onto his back, desperate to find air.


    Jennifer, no less panting than the others, still appeared to have something left in the tank. A more astute eye might have even suggested she was stimulated by the effort, that her labored breathing was more the result of excitement than exertion.


    “Is he dead?” Michael asked from his sprawled position on the floor.


    Kelly bent and checked Winston’s pulse. Stood and wiped her hands on her coat. “Nope.”


    Tim sat up. “What?”


    “He’s still got a pulse,” Kelly said.


    Now Michael sat up. “Christ, look at him. He’s as good as dead. Just give it a minute.”


    Kelly shook her head, disappointed. “You see, this is just the kind of thing I was talking about when it came to going that extra mile. You seem content with mediocrity, Michael. I can’t have that.”


    Winston suddenly screamed, eyes popping to life, shockingly white and enormous in his bloodied face. His body seemed to defy physics, springing from the floor in one convulsive jerk without the use of his limbs, as though jolted with electricity.


    Even Kelly appeared stunned.


    A mad scramble and Winston was on his feet and at the door again. This time he ripped it open with frenzied strength, popping the chain, reaching the stairwell and taking the steps two, three at a time as he descended levels.


    Jennifer brandished the dense chair leg and went to go after him, but Kelly placed a firm arm in front of her and shook her head. She looked at Tim and Michael. “You two go,” she said.


    Tim sprinted toward the open door and was gone. Michael stayed behind.


    Kelly tilted her head. “Something wrong, Michael?”


    “There’s no point,” Michael said. “Guy’s got too much of a head start. Knows the area too well. We’d never find him.”


    “And if he goes to the police?” Kelly said.


    Michael laughed. “Guy like that isn’t going to the police.”


    Tim appeared a moment later, panting and dejected. “He’s fucking gone.” He glanced over at Kelly and dropped his head. “I’m sorry. I tried to catch him, I really did.”


    Kelly gave an accepting nod and then gestured towards Michael. “Michael here thought you were wasting your time,” she said.


    The realization that Michael had not followed Tim in the chase for Winston obviously hit Tim for the first time. His dejected face became a furious one. “Yeah…where the fuck were you, man?!”


    “He had too much of a head start, man,” Michael said. “He knows these streets better than us. We were never gonna catch him.”


    “Maybe if you’d helped, we would have!” Jennifer said.


    “Fuckin’ A,” Tim said. “His head was all bashed in—he could have dropped after the first flight of stairs, and we could have dragged him back up.”


    “Did he?” Michael asked, a trifle smugly.


    Tim got in his face. “Man, fuck you, you pussy. ‘He’s as good as dead, just give it a minute,’” he said, mocking Michael’s earlier words. “And then you don’t even give chase when the fucker isn’t dead?!” He spun toward Kelly, splayed his arms, and let them flop hopelessly against his legs, an exasperated gesture of apology for Michael’s behavior.


    Kelly lit another cigarette. “What to do, what to do…”


    Jennifer stepped forward. “I say no way Michael gets equal shares after tonight.”


    “What?” Michael blurted. “Why the fuck not?”


    “Are you kidding me?” Jennifer said.


    Michael threw up his hands. “What? Because I didn’t chase after the fucking guy? I held him down just the same as Tim while you beat on him. If anything, it was your shit job beating on him that allowed him to get away.”


    “And yet she was ready to go right after him the moment he popped up,” Tim said. “Only reason she didn’t was because Kelly stopped her.”


    All eyes fell on Kelly.


    “Why did you stop her?” Tim asked.


    Kelly dragged on her cigarette and smirked back at them. “It was beginning to look like three was a crowd.”


    Michael frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “It means you’re the crowd, dipshit,” Jennifer said.


    Kelly smiled.


    Michael threw up his hands again. “Oh, so I’m out? Just like that? You know what? Fuck this. And fuck you, you crazy little bitch—I’m getting what’s mine.” Michael lunged for Kelly, began tearing at her overcoat for the heroin within.


    Tim immediately punched Michael on the side of the jaw, dropping him to his knees. Jennifer followed it up with three solid whacks from the chair leg, the final whack pitching Michael onto his side into a fetal, protective ball. Tim snatched the chair leg from Jennifer and continued the attack, the first few cracks uncurling Michael’s fetal ball as he went rigid, the final few cracks sending those rigid legs into convulsion as he seized.


    When the chair leg eventually split from impact, Jennifer rushed towards the mattress-side table, snatched one of the syringes, and rushed back with a battle cry, seemingly keen on plunging the needle into Michael, and with none too much prejudice as to where it landed.


    Of all people, it was Kelly who stopped her.


    Jennifer, wide eyed, nearly frothing, stared hard into Kelly’s eyes as though being woken from a nightmare. “What?” she panted out.


    Kelly dropped her cigarette next to Michael’s head, stubbed it out, then bent and checked his pulse. She rose and said: “This one is very dead.”


    Tim and Jennifer, both wheezing from the assault, exchanged a glance.


    “This is excellent,” Kelly said. “Truly, I couldn’t have asked for a greater demonstration of going that extra mile. I now have every bit of confidence that tonight will be a great success.”


    Kelly withdrew the bag of heroin from her coat and tossed it on the mattress.


    “Go do your thing,” she told them.




    14


    Amy cinched up her jeans, pulled her gray Penn State sweatshirt over her head, and then snapped her long brown hair into a ponytail. Boom—ready for therapy.


    She made her way downstairs and into the kitchen. Thought about pouring herself a glass of wine before leaving (desert dry, these things always were), and then remembered the last time Allan Brown had hosted a session. How the two had happened upon one another in his kitchen during a break. Or more appropriately, how Amy had been caught snooping in Allan Brown’s fridge during a break.


    She’d muttered a quick apology, only to have Allan smile, take a quick peek into the den to make sure no one was around, and then pull a bottle of good whiskey from the cupboard. They each took a long pull straight from the bottle, ending with Allan smiling and holding an index finger up to his shushed lips, as if to say, our secret.


    It had been a thoughtful gesture, and though the whiskey had burned going down, it did the trick of giving her a quick shot of the mellows. Shame he didn’t drink white wine. But then did most men drink white wine? She didn’t know. Patrick certainly didn’t. Patrick loved beer. One of the reasons Amy still struggled to keep beer in the house. Perhaps Allan Brown’s wife had liked white wine as Amy did. One of the possible reasons she’d spotted none in his fridge when she went snooping.


    Amy derailed her depressive train of thought before it descended further. Plenty of time for that later tonight. She would try to catch Allan in the kitchen like last time and be grateful if he offered the whiskey again.


    • • •


    Amy went into the den. Caleb was sprawled out on the sofa in boxer shorts and a white undershirt, watching television. If Amy had convinced herself that the depressive train had been successfully derailed in the kitchen, she was woefully mistaken. Tack on thirty years to her son and she was looking at Patrick. The boxers, the white tee, the precise way they sat slumped on the sofa, lost in the haze of the television. Even the occasional dig in the ear with the pinky finger followed by a close inspection for anything good before absently wiping the finger on the sofa.


    A few years ago, Amy would have rushed from the room in tears. But she could cope now. Constantly reminding herself to celebrate Patrick’s life as opposed to constantly mourning his death. And slumped before her on the sofa, watching TV with his little finger in his ear, was the perfect example of that practice.


    She bent over the back of the sofa, gripped Caleb’s head with both hands, and planted a big smooch on the side of his face.


    Caleb wriggled out of his mother’s grip. An eternal mama’s boy, he nevertheless didn’t like being caught off guard.


    “What?” he said, leaning his head back against the sofa, looking up at her.


    “Go get ready,” she said. “I told Mrs. Flannigan we’d be there early.”


    Caleb rolled off the sofa and headed upstairs.


    “And don’t think I didn’t see you wipe your ear gunk on the sofa either, Mr. Gross,” she called after him.


    She heard him giggle as he went into his room.


    Ah, screw it, she thought. I’m having a glass of wine.


    • • •


    As far as Amy Lambert was concerned, the old axiom that taxes and death were the only two certainties in life everyone must abide by applied to 99.9 percent of the population. The remaining 0.01—Amy—abided by an equally potent third: Her daughter, Carrie Lambert, would never ever be ready on time. Ever. It had been true on her first day in nursery school, when Carrie had decided she did not like her new shoes and locked herself in the closet, thus forcing Amy to break the lock and drag her daughter to her first day fifteen minutes late; and it was true right now, when, having been told she needed to be ready in twenty minutes, Carrie was still in the precise spot Amy had left her those twenty minutes ago, doing precisely the same thing—yapping away on the telephone.


    “Are you kidding me?”


    Carrie, belly down on her bed and still wearing the same pajama bottoms and T-shirt she’d woken in, looked up at her mother with that mild look of annoyance only an eleven-year-old daughter can give her mother. “What?”


    Amy marched into the room and snatched the phone from her daughter. “Goodbye, Carly,” she said into the receiver, and hung up.


    “Mom!”


    Amy got in her daughter’s face. “No—no ‘Mom.’ I told you to be ready in twenty minutes. You haven’t done anything yet.”


    “I am ready.”


    “You are not going over to Mrs. Flannigan’s looking like that.”


    “Why not? It’s not like we’re going out or anything. What does she care how I look?”


    “Carrie, get up, get dressed, and be downstairs in five minutes. If you’re not ready by then, I am going to show up at school tomorrow and embarrass the living hell out of you in front of all your friends.”


    This was no idle threat. Amy had done it before.


    “Fine,” Carrie groaned and started getting ready.


    • • •


    “You don’t have to always walk us over,” Carrie told her mother at the front door. “She lives like two feet away.”


    “And what if I want to come in and say hello?” Amy asked.


    Carrie rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”


    Yes, the glass of wine had definitely been a good idea. Blunted her urges to drop-kick her daughter onto Mrs. Flannigan’s front step.


    “Can we FaceTime you tonight?” Caleb asked.


    “I’m only going to be gone a few hours.”


    “So?”


    “So Mrs. Flannigan uses her FaceTime to talk to her family back in Ireland.”


    “She’s not going to be talking to them while we’re there,” Carrie said.


    “I don’t care. You don’t need to FaceTime me.”


    “Can we FaceTime Domino?” Caleb asked.


    “No,” Amy said quickly, even though she knew Domino would have never answered her kids’ call while drunk.


    “Why not?” Carrie said. “We’ve done it before.”


    Because he’s probably flat on his back right about now. “Because I spoke to him earlier and he said he didn’t feel well.”


    Caleb looked suddenly concerned. “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing, honey, he’s just got a little cold is all. Can we go, please?”


    • • •


    Irene Flannigan opened the door just as Amy was prepared to knock. Though Amy knew it meant she was waiting on their arrival, likely watching from the window, she did the whole surprise thing anyway.


    “Oh!” Amy said. “Perfect timing.”


    Irene Flannigan displayed every characteristic of the classic old Irish woman she was, right down to the red hair, the pale and freckled skin, and of course the accent that had never waned since her arrival in this country many years ago.


    With a cautious, melodramatic face, Irene placed an index finger below one of her green eyes, bent to look at Carrie and Caleb, and said: “I’m always watchin’.”


    They all laughed, even Carrie.


    Irene invited them in. The kids immediately went for Irene’s computer in the den. It contained one and only one video game: Tetris. And while Irene proclaimed she’d downloaded the game solely for Carrie and Caleb, many a night had passed with her clacking away on her keyboard in a bid to organize the little colored shapes floating downward on the screen, cup after cup of tea at her side, cursing in her thick brogue when the colored pieces grew increasingly jumbled and piled up too fast.


    Amy went to reprimand her kids—darting for the computer as quickly as they had without first asking permission—but Irene smiled and waved a hand. “It’s all right, love.” She then leaned in and whispered: “Have you played the game? Like a drug, the bastard is.”


    Amy laughed.


    “Cup of tea?” Irene offered.


    “No thanks, Irene, I really have to get going. Their homework’s all done—all you have to do is tolerate them for a few hours.”


    Irene gave a playful gasp and slapped a hand over her chest. “Such a thing to say about two adorable babies as these!”


    “Shall I let you keep these babies for the week then?”


    Switchblade quick, Irene changed characters. This time to one who had just heard the most absurd question ever posed. “I should think not. I’ve done my time, I’ll have you know.”


    Amy laughed again. “How are they doing?”


    “Ah, they’re doing just fine. Tommy came round to see me not long ago. Caitlin is expecting her fifth.”


    “Fifth?”


    “We’re Irish Catholic, love.”


    Amy laughed again. It was tough to remember a time they were together when Irene didn’t make her laugh. “Okay, well, you have my number and everything, and you have the address of where I’ll be, yes?”


    Irene smiled, closed her eyes, and gave one reassuring nod.


    “Great.” Amy then called to her children in the den: “I’m leaving, guys. I love you.”


    Carrie and Caleb, eyes stuck on the computer screen, mumbled something simultaneously over their shoulders that sounded like “love you too.”


    Amy turned to Irene. “Such sincerity.”


    Irene smiled.


    Amy turned back to the den. “Password, please,” she said to them.


    Carrie elbowed Caleb and yelled at him for missing an important piece in the game. Caleb elbowed back and told her to shut up.


    “Password, please,” Amy reiterated firmly.


    Both kids spun in their seats, faced their mother, and said “unicorn,” then quickly spun back and resumed playing.


    “Thank you. Be good for Mrs. Flannigan now.”


    “Oh, they’re always good,” Irene said.


    “Yeah? My offer for the week still stands,” Amy said.


    Irene put a hand on Amy’s shoulder and gestured toward the front door. “You’re going to be late, love.”


    Amy laughed yet again and left.




    15


    Hosting a support group session wasn’t too difficult. As long as you had chairs, coffee, and pastries, things seemed to run smoothly. And typically, not many chairs, coffee, and pastries were needed. Attendance was spotty at support group sessions in one’s home. Certainly nothing like group therapy at one of the clinics where it was usually a packed house.


    But then that was therapy. A therapist was present and running the show.


    This was support group. No therapy offered, none asked. Just a social gathering run by whomever the host might be, where attendees were free to open up about any and all things. No sign-up sheet, no last names. Just a smile, a welcome, and a please help yourself and have a seat.


    • • •


    All traces of his daughters’ sleepover gone, a semicircle of folding chairs now center stage in his den, and refreshments spread out on a table in back, Allan checked his cell. 6:50. Ten minutes until showtime. He wondered whether that was enough time to sneak a quick drink. Booze was forbidden in support group. The reason was fairly simple. Booze made it easier to talk. Easier to open up and share. The goal of support group was to open up and share without any substance crutch. A somewhat amusing prospect to Allan when odds were better than good that every single attendee was on some type of medication to deal with their grief.


    Still, it wasn’t booze. Unlike the myriad antidepressants that attendees were likely on, they were just that—antidepressants. Booze was a depressant. A sinister little devil who promised the goods at a price. Working faster and more efficiently than anything from the pharmacy, it caught you smack in the ass with its pitchfork before too long, reminding you that you knew the deal coming in, buddy.


    Allan had managed to steer very clear from the bottle immediately following Samantha’s death, focusing all of his attention on his girls and the support they needed. But “slippery slope” was a saying for a reason. Soon, a small nighttime scotch became a large nighttime scotch became two or three or four large nighttime scotches.


    The end came one day when he was supposed to drop off Jamie’s science fair project at noon. The night before, the number of large nighttime scotches had hit a record high, and he’d been horrifically hungover all morning. Promising himself a short nap around ten, he then proceeded to sleep straight through his alarm and didn’t arrive at Jamie’s school until almost two, begging the teacher to forgive his tardiness, imagining what a hungover fright he must seem—once discovering he’d overslept, he’d bolted from the house without so much as a brush through the hair or across the teeth—and then having to shuffle on over to his daughter’s desk where she sat crying as he apologized repeatedly, only to have her look up at him with eyes that seemed to scold Allan with the very real truth that Mommy would have never let this happen.


    For a solid year following that, Allan never even entertained a glass of wine with dinner. Yet as time went on, and after managing a decent enough footing within the new dynamics of his home, he was able to drink again, becoming the poster boy for moderation.


    And right now, ready to entertain who knows how many people in his home, he’d love nothing more than a quick nip from the bottle to give him the proper layer of chill he’d need to get through the night. Maybe during their first break, he might be able to persuade Amy Whoever (no last names in group) to sneak into the kitchen with him for a quick belt just as they’d done the last time he hosted. He hoped so.


    Amy Whoever was good people. She reminded him a lot of his Samantha. The confident way she carried herself that never once crossed the line into arrogance. A natural beauty right at home in either a five-star restaurant or a company softball game and, better still, eagerly taking part in both. Allan was not ready to date. He didn’t know whether he’d ever be. But if the time did ever come, at the top of his list would definitely be Amy. Their secret sip of whiskey shared at the last session he hosted had cemented that truth—a woman who drank whiskey weakened his knees faster than a punch on the jaw.


    Allan hurried to his cupboard, reached for the bottle of whiskey, and the doorbell rang.


    “Balls,” he said, and put the whiskey back.


    Maybe it’s Amy, he hoped, thinking the two of them might hurry right on back to the kitchen and pick up where he’d left off.


    Allan opened his front door. It was not Amy.


    • • •


    It was not one but two people. A man and woman. Both young, pale, and thin. Dark circles under their eyes. The man had thinning blond hair; the girl’s locks were long and straight and black with what appeared to be a thinning patch on the side of her head. Putting it politely, neither looked well. And to many, that fact might have been cause for alarm. But not to Allan; he saw it as the result of grief. Lord knows, he must have appeared no better soon after losing Samantha.


    Allan smiled and stepped aside to allow them entry into his home. “Hey there,” he said. “I’m Allan; please come in.”


    The young man and woman stepped inside and immediately began scanning their surroundings.


    “Nice house,” the woman said.


    “Thank you. Any trouble finding it?”


    “No.”


    Allan smiled. “Well, you’re certainly not required to give me your real names, but it usually makes it easier if you give some—”


    “Jennifer,” the woman said.


    Allan extended his hand. Jennifer shook it. “Nice to meet you, Jennifer.” He turned to the man. “And you are?”


    The man was still seemingly entranced by the house, eyes going all over. Jennifer nudged him. The trance broke.


    “Huh?” the man said.


    “This is Tim,” Jennifer said for him.


    Allan extended his hand. Tim took it. “Nice to meet you, Tim.”


    Tim nodded and mumbled: “Nice to meet you.”


    The newly grieving, Allan guessed. The girl seemed sharper, more assertive. The guy, somewhat stoned. Again, no cause for alarm. He probably was. Klonopin or Xanax, most likely, Allan thought. Once again, booze was a no-no, but everything else was fair game, as long as it was prescribed by a doctor, that is. Although truth be told, Allan had smelled the skunky smell of pot on several attendees on more than one occasion in meetings past.


    “This your first meeting?” Allan asked.


    “Yeah,” Jennifer said. Then, bluntly: “Our mom died.”


    Allan hid his surprise at her bluntness. Once again, though, he did not question nor judge it. It could simply be another prime example of the unpredictable behavior that loss caused in some people.


    “I’m very sorry for your loss,” Allan said.


    Both Jennifer and Tim muttered a thank you.


    Allan flashed a warm, practiced smile and gestured towards the den. “Well, why don’t you come on in and have a seat? The others should be here any minute.”


    “How many?” Jennifer asked.


    “I’m sorry?” Allan asked.


    “How many others will there be?”


    Allan stuck out his lower lip and gave a little shrug. “I really don’t know—it varies.” He chuckled and added: “It could just end up being the three of us.”


    Tim, still appearing a little stoned, turned to Jennifer with a confused frown. “What?”


    Now it was Allan who frowned. First-timers usually preferred a small crowd. The way Tim was looking at his sister now, it almost seemed as though he was counting on more.


    Jennifer looked at her brother sharply, as though annoyed by his ignorance. “He was just making a joke. Of course there’s going to be more people coming.”


    Allan’s gut did a funny swirl. The kind of swirl he felt when someone was eying him up in a bad part of town. The newly grieving. First-timers at group. Loaded up with benzodiazepines and antidepressants. All solid reasons for odd behavior. But these two…as much as Allan’s mind justified their odd behavior with those solid reasons, his gut apparently wasn’t having it. His gut felt something was off.


    The doorbell rang, quieting Allan’s gut before he could indulge it further.


    “Ah—there you go,” he said to them with a smile. “More people.” He gestured into the den again. “Why don’t you guys go on in and make yourselves comfortable.” He then gestured toward the table of coffee and pastries. “And please help yourselves—all the coffee and sugar you can handle.”


    Tim and Jennifer went into the den.


    Allan answered the door.


    “Amy, welcome,” he said.




    16


    “Any trouble finding it?” Allan asked Amy as she entered the foyer.


    “No—I’ve been here before, remember?” Amy said. She then mimed a quick sip from a bottle followed by a finger to shushed lips.


    “Oh, right! I forgot all about that.”


    Seriously, man? Lame. So lame.


    “Am I the first one here?” Amy asked.


    “No—we have two first-timers in the den.”


    “Darn. Was hoping we could”—she mimed the secret drink gesture again—“before anyone arrived.”


    “Looks like we might just have to be ninjas in the kitchen again after first break,” Allan said.


    Amy raised her fist. “I’m in.”


    Fist bump. Sam used to do that.


    Allan tapped his fist against Amy’s. “See you then.”


    • • •


    “Amy, this is Jennifer and Tim,” Allan said when the four of them were in the den.


    “Hello,” Amy said pleasantly.


    Tim, sipping a cup of coffee, slowly lowered the cup from his mouth and just stared.


    Jennifer offered a thin smile. No hello.


    Well, nice to meet you too, Amy thought. She shot Allan a quick, uncertain glance.


    Allan flashed a big codependent grin for all. “Tim here was worried it was going to be a small turnout,” Allan said to Amy.


    “Oh yeah?” Amy said. “Most first-timers prefer a small turnout.”


    “How do you know we’re first-timers?” Jennifer said.


    Amy frowned a little. “Uh…because Allan told me in the foyer.”


    “What’s your last name?” Tim blurted to Amy.


    “Last names aren’t required in group,” Allan said.


    “We’ll tell you ours,” Tim said.


    Amy shot Allan another quick glance, then replied: “That’s okay—I don’t need to know.”


    “Why do you keep looking at him?” Jennifer asked Amy, gesturing to Allan. “I see it, you know. Is something wrong?”


    Yeah, you’re fucking weird. “No—everything’s fine on my end. How about you?”


    “Our mom died,” Jennifer said.


    “Oh yeah? My husband died,” Amy replied flatly.


    Allan flashed his codependent grin for all again. “Uh, Amy, can you help me with something in the kitchen for a sec? Jennifer and Tim, please help yourselves to more coffee and food.”


    • • •


    “What is the deal with those two?” Amy whispered once she and Allan were alone in the kitchen.


    “So it’s not just me?” Allan whispered back. “They seem kinda strange?”


    “Well, I would expect them to be a little strange—lost their mother; first-timers—but they’re rude. New surroundings and loss shouldn’t justify that.”


    “Yeah, they seemed a little off to me. Like not sad or shy off, but, I don’t know…off, off.”


    And then like so many memories that arrived unwelcomed, and with an even more unwelcomed clarity, Amy was suddenly back in Crescent Lake with Patrick, sitting at the kitchen table, heavily shaken after her first “chance” encounter in a supermarket with what would turn out to be one half of the infamous Fannelli brothers, James Fannelli:


    “He was so creepy, Patrick. I mean, I’ve met some strange men before, but this guy…there was something different about him. Something…wrong.”



    “Amy?”


    Amy was still in Crescent Lake. She had not ignored her gut back then about James Fannelli; Patrick had ignored it for her. She’d told him she wanted to pack up and leave following the supermarket incident. Especially considering earlier events at a family diner when Carrie, then just six, had traded her beloved doll to a stranger for a single piece of candy. That stranger would end up being the other half of the infamous Fannelli brothers, Arthur Fannelli.


    Patrick had refused to leave. Refused to let two unrelated incidents with two unrelated assholes (they’d not yet known that supermarket jerk and family diner weirdo were related and in the beginning stages of one of their sick and twisted games) ruin his family’s vacation.


    Bullheaded male ego on Patrick’s part? Perhaps. But the truth Amy had come to back then was the same as it was now: She hadn’t truly wanted to leave Crescent Lake; she’d just wanted Patrick to convince her all would be well, that he would look after his family with all the vigilance of a lion who led his pride. It was the dynamics of their relationship. Amy worried, and Patrick soothed her, even at the expense of his own misgivings. In hindsight, in all of hindsight’s cruel truths, they were the stereotypical family who refused to leave the haunted house even after the ghosts all but appeared and warned them to get the hell out.


    But they hadn’t. And chaos had ensued. And her husband was dead because of it.


    “Amy?” Allan tried again.


    Are there ghosts here now, Amy? Are they telling you to leave?


    “Amy?”


    Amy snapped to. Allan immediately asked whether she was okay.


    She dropped her head and nodded. “Yeah. Just bad memories, I guess.”


    The doorbell rang.


    “I need to go get that,” Allan said. He then gestured to the kitchen cabinet. “You can start your ninja training without me, if you want.” He winked and smiled—not a secret naughty wink and smile as they’d shared before, but more a sympathetic one that was the equivalent of a hug.


    Amy returned an equally compassionate smile that silently thanked him, not for the offer of the booze, but for the offer of understanding.


    “Thanks,” she said. “But something tells me it wouldn’t taste as good if I started it alone.”


    Allan raised his fist.


    Amy smiled again, and they fist-bumped.


    Allan left to answer the door.




    17


    The first thing Allan noticed as he started crossing through the den and into the foyer to answer the front door was that there was no sign of Tim and Jennifer. When he’d left them to go into the kitchen with Amy, they were standing by the coffee and pastries, huddling and keeping to themselves in their odd little way.


    Allan paused in the den. “Tim? Jennifer?”


    He got no reply.


    “Hello?” he tried again.


    Brother and sister finally appeared, strolling casually from the dining room and through the foyer to meet Allan in the den.


    “Is something wrong?” Jennifer asked.


    “I was just about to ask you the same. Where were you guys?”


    “Bathroom,” Jennifer said.


    “I never told you where it was. I’m assuming you found it okay?”


    They both nodded.


    Only Allan hadn’t heard a flush. Sure, the downstairs bathroom was through the dining room and in the neighboring mudroom by the garage, but the flush of their downstairs toilet was a damn powerful one that could be heard throughout the house. It had caused many a giggle during the sleepover last night, potty humor apparently still a thing amongst nine-year-old girls.


    And so what do you ask next, Allan? If they actually used the toilet? And if so, did they remember to flush? Come on.


    There was an awkward moment of pause. The three of them standing in the den, considering one another.


    “Is something wrong?” Jennifer asked.


    Again and again with the same stupid question. Yes, he wanted to say. Yes, something is wrong. I can’t put my finger on it, but something is definitely wrong with you two, and it’s neither grief nor loss. You’re making me uncomfortable in my home, and I’d like you to leave.


    The doorbell rang again.


    “Are you going to get that?” Jennifer asked. And wasn’t there the slightest hint of a smirk creasing the corner of her mouth just now? Short and fleeting, but there. He saw it.


    For the second time that night, the doorbell had interrupted Allan’s gut. He would not allow a third. Once he welcomed his new guests, he would politely ask Jennifer and Tim to leave.




    18


    Allan opened the front door and was pleased to see Jon and Karen Rogers waiting. Having lost their daughter, Ella, to leukemia roughly around the same time Allan had lost Samantha, the three had formed a decent friendship, or as decent a friendship that could be formed under such circumstances. There were dinners and other social gatherings outside of support group and therapy at the clinic, but nothing heavy. The three of them enjoyed one another’s company and saw chances for social outings as a sort of unspoken therapy, unspoken being the primary word considering they never discussed Samantha or Ella during their outings. It was their time to enjoy good company while leaving loss at home where it would always be waiting, undeterred by lack of invitation.


    “Hey, you two,” Allan said with a warm smile. No big codependent grin necessary this time; he was genuinely happy to see his friends. Better yet, happy to have allies—Jon and Karen would likely understand his asking Jennifer and Tim to leave. He knew Amy would.


    “Everything all right?” Jon asked the moment he and his wife stepped into the foyer.


    Allan was momentarily stunned. How could they know the dilemma he was facing with Tim and Jennifer already?


    “Huh?” was all Allan could manage.


    “It took you awhile to answer the door,” Karen said.


    Oh, right. Duh.


    “Oh, no, no—everything’s fine, it’s fine. Come on in.”


    • • •


    Allan led Jon and Karen into the den…where Amy stood alone.


    Amy smiled and went to say hello, but got no further.


    “Where are they now?” Allan asked.


    Amy shook her head. “No idea. They were gone when I came in.”


    “Where are who?” Jon asked.


    Allan didn’t answer right away. He left the den and went into the kitchen.


    “I just came from there,” Amy called to him.


    Allan reappeared. “Well, they couldn’t have gone through the foyer; we’d have seen them.” He approached the far end of the den where a sliding glass door led out onto the patio. Vertical blinds covered the sliding glass door. The blinds swayed slightly as though recently disturbed.


    Allan pulled the blinds and hit the patio light. He saw nothing. Went to unlock the sliding glass door and stopped. It was already unlocked.


    Amy appeared at his side. “What’s wrong?”


    “Door’s unlocked,” he muttered. “They must have gone this way.”


    “Gone where?”


    Allan cupped a hand over his eyes and peered through the glass. The patio lighting offered acceptable direct line of sight, but poor periphery. For all they knew, brother and sister were cloaked in the shadows not three feet away.


    “No idea,” Allan said, still looking.


    Amy did as Allan had done, cupping a hand over her eyes and pressing her face close to the glass for a better look. “I don’t see anyone.”


    They both pulled away from the sliding glass door.


    “You think they went home?” Allan asked.


    “By slipping out the back without a word?”


    “You were expecting a normal exit from those two?”


    “What’s going on?” Karen broke in from behind them.


    Allan locked the sliding glass door, killed the patio light, and pulled the blinds closed. Turning, he said: “Honestly? I have no idea.”


    “We’ve got two new people here tonight,” Amy said. “A brother and sister. Their behavior thus far has been…strange, to say the least.”


    “Well, that’s to be expected, isn’t it? First-timers?” Karen said.


    Allan shook his head. “Trust us, we took all that into account. These two…” He snorted. “It’s like they’re playing some kind of game.”


    Amy spun towards Allan. “What did you say?”


    Allan was momentarily rattled. He felt like he was being accused of something. “About what?”


    “About playing a game.”


    Allan splayed a hand. “What? You were saying the same exact thing.”


    “I said they were odd—I never said they were playing a game with us.”


    “Well, haven’t they been?”


    “What do you mean, Allan?” Jon asked.


    Allan shrugged. “I don’t know exactly. It’s like they’re crossing the line but not crossing the line, you know?”


    “No, I don’t,” Jon said. “Give us an example.”


    Amy broke in. “No. No examples. We’re leaving. All of us.”


    Allan frowned. “Leaving?”


    “Their game will only escalate,” Amy muttered, head down, rifling through her bag.


    “What the heck are you talking about?” Allan asked.


    Amy ignored him, pulled her phone from her bag, and dialed. Waited. “Please sober up,” she whispered. She hung up and dialed again. Waited. Hung up again. “Dammit!”


    Allan put a hesitant hand on Amy’s shoulder. “Amy, I felt like we were on the same page earlier. But I gotta be honest—you’ve lost me now.”


    The doorbell rang.


    No one moved.


    “Are you going to get that?” Karen asked.


    Allan nodded absently and shuffled toward the foyer, still affected by Amy’s behavior.


    He opened the front door.


    No one there.


    “Are you kidding me?” he said to himself.


    Allan stepped out onto his front step, looked in all directions, the two lanterns flanking his front door offering him a gloomy yellow lens for a short distance until ultimately diffusing into the black of night. He could see his driveway; he could see his front yard; he could see the many trees in that yard and the many silhouettes of trees beyond.


    “Hello?!” he called. “You having fun?”


    Allan stepped back inside and slammed the door.


    When he returned to the den by himself, Amy asked: “Who was it?”


    “No one,” he said.


    “No one?”


    “Yes.”


    “No one—like nobody was there?”


    “Amy, if someone was there, don’t you think they’d be standing next to me right now? Trust me, I looked, and I saw absolutely noth—” Allan stopped abruptly, his face going queerly blank for a spell as though in the throes of déjà vu.


    “Allan?” Jon said.


    “I saw nothing,” he whispered, still in his daze.


    How the hell had he missed it the first time?


    Allan snapped to, spun around, and bolted for the front door, running outside until coming to a dead stop in his empty driveway.


    All of the cars were gone.




    19


    All four hurried back inside, Allan locking the front door behind them.


    “Allan, what the hell is going on?” Jon asked. “Where are our cars?”


    “I have no idea.”


    “It’s them,” Amy said.


    “Them who?”


    “The first-timers—Jennifer and Tim.”


    “What? Why?”


    “Because it makes the most sense.”


    “None of this makes sense!” Jon snapped. “Are you saying they’re car thieves or something?”


    “Let’s hope that’s all it is,” Amy replied.


    Jon gave her a crazy look. “That’s all? You get your car stolen every day, do you, Amy?”


    “Relax, Jon,” Allan said. “I don’t think that’s what she meant.”


    “How did they get here?” Karen asked. “The first-timers. Did they drive?”


    “Well, they certainly didn’t walk,” Jon said, his comment clearly referencing their rural surroundings.


    Allan looked away in thought for a moment. “I don’t remember seeing a car. I remember your cars, but I don’t remember seeing theirs. I suppose they could have parked on the street and walked up the driveway.”


    “What difference does it make if they drove or not?” Jon asked. “They were here, and now our cars are gone.”


    “Because if they didn’t drive, it means they got a ride,” Amy said. “Which means there’s a third involved.”


    Instant silence followed this prospect. Everyone but Amy began looking over their shoulders as if the potential third might be creeping up behind them.


    “Well, I guess that makes sense,” Karen eventually said. “The third person drops them off, leaving the two of them to take two cars—one each.”


    “This is not about stealing cars,” Amy said.


    Jon faced her. “Well, then do you mind telling us what it is about? I’m sorry, Amy, I don’t mean to be an asshole here, but you’ve been more than just a little cryptic thus far.”


    Amy said nothing.


    “Look, everyone just relax,” Allan said. “I know we’re a little freaked out, so why don’t we just call the police and let them take it from here.”


    They all nodded.


    Allan started for the stairs.


    “Where are you going?” Jon asked.


    “My cell’s in my bedroom.”


    Jon pulled his cell from his pocket and handed it to Allan. “Use mine.”


    Allan took the phone and started fiddling with it. He handed it back to Jon. “You got a security code on it or something?”


    Jon took back his phone and dialed. Frowned and pulled the phone away, eyes staying on the cell as he said: “Says I’ve got no signal.” He looked up at Allan. “Says I’ve got no signal. You have trouble with reception out here?”


    Now it was Allan who frowned. “Not at all.”


    Both Karen and Amy pulled out their phones simultaneously.


    Karen looked at Amy. “I’ve got nothing. You?”


    Amy shook her head. “Nope. Was working fine a few minutes ago.”


    “How is this possible?” Jon asked. “How can all of our phones suddenly have no reception?”


    “Try your landline,” Amy said to Allan.


    Allan nodded and hurried into the kitchen. He returned with a cordless phone and a look of disgust. “Nothing,” he said, holding up the phone. “Line’s dead.”


    “Please tell me this is some kind of joke,” Karen said.


    Jon pulled his wife close and held her.


    Allan tossed the cordless phone on the sofa. “Okay, let’s everyone just think for a second. My car is still in the garage. I say we pile in and drive to the police, yeah?”


    “Hell yeah,” Jon said.


    “What if someone else shows?” Karen asked. “For group, I mean?”


    “Group started twenty minutes ago,” Allan said. “I’d say we’re it.”


    The four of them followed Allan’s lead through the dining room and into the mudroom. Allan opened the door leading into the garage, hit the light switch on the wall, and froze.


    All four tires on his SUV were flat. The windshield was smashed. Scraped into the driver’s-side door was a question: Is something wrong?




    20


    “Jesus Christ,” Jon whispered.


    The four of them stared incredulously at the battered SUV—the flat tires, the smashed windshield, and, of course, the message scraped into the driver’s-side door.


    “Still think it’s about car theft?” Amy said.


    Jon spun on her. “Okay, Amy—you seem to be the expert here. Any chance you can start enlightening us?”


    Amy gave a thin smile. “Gladly. First I’m gonna need you to get out of my face.”


    Jon took a step back, let out a short sigh, and nodded apologetically. “I’m sorry.”


    “It’s okay,” Amy said. “Trust me, I get your frustration. And I assuredly get your fear. I’ve been there and gotten the T-shirt, as they say.”


    “What are you talking about?” Allan asked.


    “Anyone here heard of Crescent Lake?” She then made air quotes, voice ripe with contempt: “‘The Crescent Lake Massacre’? The Fannelli brothers? Monica Kemp?”


    Karen’s eyes lit up. “Oh yeah—I remember that.”


    Allan started nodding slowly as the memory trickled back. “Yeah, I remember hearing about that.”


    “I don’t,” Jon said. “What happened?”


    “Let’s go back in the den and I’ll tell you,” Amy said. She then looked at Allan. “Do you have a gun?”


    “No,” Allan said softly.


    “A gun?” Jon blurted. “Why do we need a gun?”


    Amy laughed—the type of laugh you couldn’t help when someone asked a stupid question.




    21


    Aunt Kat sat on her sofa, laptop on lap, surfing through Facebook. She marveled at all the ridiculous posts. So many people posting about themselves, and about nothing at all. Look what I’m eating! Look where I am! I think this is wrong! I think this is right! And of course there were the selfies. Look, here’s a photo of me taken by…me! The novelty of it all was lost on Kat.


    And then hypocrisy took the stand, enlightening her with testimony stating that what sustained such nonsense was people like her who bashed yet indulged all the same. No different than the reality TV bug, really—a bug that shamelessly fed on her as well. She even DVR’d them.


    Kat chuckled at her shame and set the laptop aside. She looked over at Jamie and Janine, both flat on their backs in front of the TV, heads propped up by pillows.


    “You guys wanna play a game or something?” she asked them.


    “Nah,” they said without turning around.


    “Wanna snack?”


    “Nah.”


    “Go for a walk?”


    “Nah.”


    “Buy a puppy?”


    Both girls scrambled onto their knees. “Huh?”


    “What’s with you two?” Kat asked. “Usually by now I’m tempted to slip NyQuil into your juice.”


    “Are you gonna buy us a puppy?” Janine asked.


    “No. Tell me what’s wrong.”


    Janine went first. “Why wouldn’t Daddy let us go to the thing at our house tonight?”


    “Because it’s for grownups.”


    “But it’s about Mommy,” Jamie said. “And Daddy said it makes him feel better to talk about her with other people. Why doesn’t he want us to feel better?”


    Kat slid off the sofa and onto her knees like her nieces. She inched close to them. “Oh, honey, it’s not like that at all. Your daddy wants nothing more in this world than for you to feel better. But sometimes there are things that work for adults that don’t work for kids.”


    “Why can’t we at least try?” Janine asked.


    “Do you want to try with me?”


    Janine frowned. “What do you mean?”


    “Why don’t we talk about Mommy?”


    “But you knew her.”


    “That’s not the point,” Kat said. “The point is for you to talk about her—to talk about all the good memories you have of her.”


    “It makes me sad when I do that,” Jamie said.


    “Me too,” Janine said.


    Kat gave a nurturing smile. “Maybe that’s why you’re not ready to go to Daddy’s thing just yet.” She inched closer and cuddled up to them. “Listen, you’re always going to miss your mommy; that will never go away. But soon a time will come when you think about her and you won’t be so sad. You’ll be happy.”


    “Happy?”


    Kat dug for a good analogy. There were none. She tried all the same.


    “Do you remember when we all went to Disney World? How you guys cried when we had to leave?”


    They nodded.


    “Do you cry when you think about Disney World now?”


    They shook their heads.


    “No, you don’t. It’s nice to talk about it now, though, right? To have all those wonderful memories?”


    “But Disney World is still there,” Jamie said. “We can go back.”


    Kat’s heart plummeted. She felt momentarily ill. Forcing an analogy for such a subject…she deserved whatever sickness her guilt handed out.


    “I guess I didn’t explain that as well as I’d hoped,” she said, offering up an apologetic smile.


    “Can we call Daddy?” Jamie asked.


    Kat glanced at the clock on her cable box. “Oh, honey, I’m not sure his thing is over yet.”


    “Can we try?”


    It’s the least you can do after that analogy debacle, she thought. “Okay.”


    Kat retrieved her cordless phone and dialed Allan’s cell. It went straight to voicemail.


    “Voicemail,” she said to the girls. “It must still be going on.”


    Straight to voicemail, though? That probably meant he’d turned the phone off. No way would Allan do that when his girls weren’t around, even if he knew they were with Kat. He wouldn’t even dare mute the ringer. Put it on vibrate or at a lower volume tops, if not just leaving the damn thing to ring at the top of its lungs, rude interruption be damned—his girls had to be able to reach him whenever and wherever.


    “Can I try?” Janine asked.


    “Wait, let me try again,” Kat said.


    She did. Straight to voicemail again. Something with his service? A dead spot in the house?


    She tried his landline. This too went straight to voicemail.


    “Can you try our house?”


    Absently, her head processing things, Kat said: “I just did.”


    “There was no answer?”


    “No,” Kat said, her tone still far away as she tried to make sense of it all.


    Was it possible that Allan had turned his cell off for the meeting? Had taken the landline off the hook? Perhaps she’d been wrong; Allan’s knowing his girls were with his sister gave him the peace of mind to temporarily turn off all devices while his support group did their thing.


    The pride that such a notion gave Kat did not silence her skepticism completely. “I’ll tell you what,” she began, “we’ll try again in a little bit, and if there’s still no answer, we’ll swing on by. How’s that sound?”
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    Back in the den, Amy told them everything. She was not vague, nor was she long-winded. She gave them the horrific details of Crescent Lake and the subsequent events thereafter in a curt and straightforward manner, never once pausing for effect or sympathy; if this turned out to be what she feared it might, then time was a factor. Time they needed to prepare.


    Many questions followed. Not so much about what Amy had endured, but their predicament now. The constant why why whys even though the answers were obvious: The ghosts were here, they were telling them to leave, and yet no one wanted to accept it.


    And so now, Amy did not find herself irritated by what appeared to be their willful ignorance, but instead sympathized with it. She’d been there, experienced firsthand the human mind’s ability to ignore the obvious when it was all but slapping you in the face. To desperately cling to some alternative explanation that never failed to give hindsight a good laugh—assuming you had survived to endure hindsight’s laughter, that is.


    It was a universal coping mechanism—people didn’t want the truth when that truth was painful or frightening. People wanted what Amy once had: a Patrick. A big lovable Patrick to tell everyone that all was okay despite the blatant clanking of chains and woeful cries in the night. To convince you the ghosts were not in the house.


    Except they were.


    Or, at the very least, hovering just outside, eager to come in. And the answers to those willfully ignorant questions needed saying, bluntly and without a fleck of sugar. Codependency had no place in this home tonight. Not if they wanted to survive. No fucking way.


    “They took our cars and trashed Allan’s so that we’d be stuck here,” Amy said. “They cut the landline and somehow killed a signal for our cell phones to keep us from calling for help. And they left that message scraped into the side of Allan’s car because they’re starting to enjoy themselves. This is probably their first game—and they’re having fun.”


    Momentary silence.


    “First game?” Allan eventually said.


    “Yeah,” Amy said. “Tim and Jennifer seemed willing and dangerous but…unstable. People like that tend to follow rather than lead.”


    “So who’s leading?” Allan asked.


    (Yes, Amy—who’s leading?)


    I don’t know.


    (Why not heed your own advice? Go with the most logical explanation?)


    Without conscious effort, an image of Kelly Blaine leapt into her head.


    But why? She has no grudge with me. Her grudge was with Monica. I killed Monica. If anything, she should respect me.


    (People like that are incapable of respect.)


    Fine—no respect. But no grudge either—it wouldn’t make sense.


    Domino’s voice suddenly echoed in her ear, their conversation on the phone while watching The Joan Parsons Show last year:


    Domino: “Ooh—she didn’t like that.”


    Amy: “What?”


    Domino: “That comment about Monica.”


    Amy: “Why?”


    Domino: “Ego. I promise you, what Kelly just heard was ‘Monica Kemp is better than you.’”


    Amy: “You think?”


    Domino: “I know.”



    So what does this mean?


    (It means Kelly needs to prove that Monica Kemp is not better than her.)


    Fine. But that still has nothing to do with me. Domino was Monica’s enemy. Domino was the one Monica wanted to torture and kill.


    (Which means if Kelly truly is behind this, she wants to do what Monica couldn’t. She wants to finish Domino.)


    But if that’s true, then why all this bullshit here? With me and these people I barely know? I don’t see the connection.


    (When Monica failed to kill Domino, who did she go after?)


    Me.


    (And she failed at that too.)


    So Kelly’s coming for me then? Is that it?


    (Maybe. Or maybe she’s planning on raising the bar.)


    Amy’s blood ran ice cold. “Oh God,” she whispered.


    “What?” Allan said. “What is it?”


    The prospect grew with terrible possibility. Kelly needs to prove that Monica Kemp is not better than her.


    “Amy!” Allan yelled.


    Amy snapped from her daze. “We need to get to a phone,” she said. “I need to get ahold of my kids.”


    “Your kids?”


    “If this is what I think it is, then there’s a chance they’re in danger. I need to go now.”


    “Go where?” Allan asked.


    “I don’t know. I’ll walk until I get a signal.”


    “Are you nuts?” Jon said. “For all we know, they’re out there waiting for us. You can’t just go wandering around in the dark hoping to get a signal.”


    She turned to Allan. “Your neighbors,” she said. “Who are the closest?”


    “Mike and Pam Rolston. About a hundred yards east, give or take. They’re not right next door, that’s for sure.”


    “Then I’ll head there. If I get a signal on the way, great. If not, I use their landline.”


    “You’ll still be out in the dark on your own, Amy,” Jon said. “You’re safer in here with us.”


    Amy’s temper was nearly off its leash. “Jon, in any other situation I’d agree with you, but this is about my kids, so with all due respect, back the fuck off.”


    Jon leaned back and raised both hands as if Amy had pulled a gun.


    Amy hurried towards the front door.


    “Amy, wait!” Allan yelled.


    Allan ran to the foyer and grabbed Amy’s shoulder just as she unlocked the front door. Amy instinctively spun and smashed the heel of her palm into Allan’s nose.


    Allan dropped to all fours and groaned, blood pouring from his nose and onto his tiled floor. He brought an exploratory hand to his face and came away with a palm full of blood.


    Jon and Karen could only look on in disbelief.


    “Jesus, Amy…” Allan said without looking up. “What the hell?”


    Amy dropped next to him and started rubbing his back. “Allan, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it. Just please understand, I need to get to a—”


    Amy’s cell phone rang.


    Everything stopped.


    They all gaped at Amy, even Allan, now wide eyed and oblivious to the blood streaming down his nose and gathering on his chin where it periodically dripped.


    Amy frantically dug into her pocket and pulled out her phone.


    The caller ID read “Domino.”
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    Mike Rolston, sixty-seven, pulled the six-pack of beer from the fridge, placed it on the kitchen counter, and then began rooting in his cupboard for a bag of chips.


    His wife, Pam, entered the kitchen and spotted the beer on the counter. “What are you doing?”


    Mike answered while still digging through the cupboard. “Was going to pop in on Allan, see if he wanted to have a few beers. Do we have any chips? I thought we had chips.”


    “Honey, Allan is hosting his support group tonight.”


    Mike pulled his attention out of the cupboard and fixed it on his wife. “Huh?” His expression was that of a boy who’d been promised pizza but tricked with leftovers.


    “Allan’s hosting his support group tonight. You knew that. I told you.”


    Still the dejected face of the boy with no pizza. “No you didn’t.”


    “I did—you don’t listen.”


    “I listen.”


    Pam snorted and started making herself a cup of tea.


    “What time does his group thing end?” Mike asked.


    “No idea.”


    “Nuts.” Mike put the beer back in the fridge. “Are the girls there? At the support group?”


    Pam nudged her husband aside and went into the fridge for some lemon. “I doubt it—I don’t think they’d be ready for something like that.”


    Mike grunted and itched his bald spot. “So then who’s watching the girls?” he asked.


    Pam set the bag of precut lemon wedges on the countertop, then got the honey and a box of tea from the cupboard. “I don’t know. His sister, Kathy, I would imagine.”


    “Have I met her?”


    “Many times.”


    “I have? What’s she look like?”


    “I swear, if you weren’t like this from the day I met you, I’d worry you were getting senile.”


    “You know what the best thing about senility is?”


    Pam groaned. “What?”


    “You get to hide your own Easter eggs.”


    She shook her head. “You never run out, do you?”


    He laughed and sidled up behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist. Took a stab at a romantic one. “And every night with you would be like the first time.” He kissed her cheek.


    “Well, I guess that’s a plus; I’m not sure the first time was worth remembering.”


    “Hey!”


    She turned in his arms and faced him. “Oh, honey, you know I’m just teasing. It was the best thirty seconds of my life.”


    “Hey, I finished right on time. You were late.”


    Pam laughed and slapped him lightly on the chest. “You really are always on, aren’t you?”


    “What was it little Jamie said the last time we babysat? Oh yeah: ‘On like popcorn!’”


    “Oh, that you remember.” She pushed him away.


    The doorbell rang.


    Mike’s eyes lit up. “What are the chances Allan’s support group is finished and he wandered over here for a beer?”


    “You wish.”


    Pam went to the front door and opened it. The decent glow of the porch light revealed a young man and woman. The young man had thinning blond hair; the woman, long and ink black locks with what appeared to be a sizable patch shaved into the side of her head. Both were thin and pale. Neither was smiling.


    “Can I help you?” Pam asked.


    “We’re here for the meeting,” the young woman said. Her tone was flat, her face vacant.


    “I’m sorry?”


    “The meeting.”


    It clicked. “Oh! Oh, the support group. You’re looking for Allan Brown’s house, yes?”


    “Yes.”


    Pam smiled a little uneasily. Not the friendliest of people, these two.


    “Allan is next door,” she said, gesturing to her left.


    The couple turned and left without a word.


    Pam shut the door behind them. “Well, you’re welcome.” She returned to the kitchen.


    Mike had resumed his search for the missing chips. “Who was it?”


    “A young couple looking for Allan’s house. For the support group. They were more than a little rude, I must say.”


    Mike pulled his head out of the cupboard and looked at his wife with mild concern. “Yeah?”


    “Yeah. They didn’t even thank me after I told them where Allan lived. Just turned and left.”


    Mike gave a partial shrug. “Well, it is a support group for the grieving. I imagine they had other things on their mind.”


    “Good manners cost nothing,” Pam said and then set the kettle on the burner.


    Mike went back to checking the cupboards.


    The doorbell rang again. Mike popped his head out again. He and Pam exchanged a look that said: Now who could that be?


    Pam started for the door.


    “Wait,” Mike said, “let me answer.”


    Mike opened the front door. A young man and woman. Thinning blond hair for him, long and ink black with a bald patch on the side for her. Thin and pale. Neither smiling.


    “Can I help you?”


    “We’re here for the meeting,” the young woman said. Flat tone, vacant face.


    Mike frowned. “Weren’t you just here?”


    “No.”


    Pam appeared behind her husband, peering over his shoulder. “You were!” she exclaimed. “You were just here.”


    “Can we come in?” the young woman asked.


    “No, you may not,” Mike said, and started to close the door.


    The young man stepped forward and stuck his foot in the door, preventing Mike from shutting it completely. Mike went to put his shoulder behind it, but the young man beat him to it, lowering his own shoulder, the door flying open and catching Mike in the chest, knocking him back into his wife’s arms.


    The young man and woman stepped inside and shut the door behind them. The young woman pulled a gun. The young man held a pitchfork at his side.


    Pam screamed just as the kettle began whistling on the stove.


    The young woman’s face was no longer vacant. She was grinning.
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    Amy couldn’t answer her cell phone fast enough. “Domino?”


    “Hello?” It was an odd, sexless voice. Almost synthetic.


    “Who is this?” Amy asked.


    “Amy? You there?”


    “Is this Domino?”


    “Of course it is. Who else would it be?”


    “It doesn’t sound like you. You sound funny. Like a machine voice or something.”


    “You sound funny too. And the connection is bad. You keep going in and out.”


    “We’ve had no connection for nearly an hour. All our phones are dead. The landlines too. Listen to me, something very bad is happening. I think Kelly Blaine is behind it.”


    “What? What the hell are you talking about?”


    “I don’t have time to explain, just please trust me. I need you to get the kids and take them someplace safe.” And then a forgotten truth slapped her. “Shit, are you still wasted?”


    “Amy? You there?”


    “Fuck!” Amy zigzagged throughout the house in a desperate bid for a stronger connection, asking whether Domino could hear her every few feet. Allan, Jon, and Karen looked on, wide eyed and anxious, Allan with a bloodied rag pressed to his nose courtesy of Amy.


    Amy got reception halfway up the stairs.


    “Amy?” the distorted voice on the phone said.


    “Yes!” She froze on the spot, each foot on a different step, not daring to move. “Yes, I’m here. Can you hear me?”


    “Barely.”


    “Listen to me, Domino.” She spoke loudly and slowly as though trying to speak over a racket. “You need to get Carrie and Caleb someplace safe. If you’re still drunk, call a cab, call a limo, call anyone, just get them someplace—”


    “Amy? You still there?”


    “FUCK!” Amy moved a few steps up the staircase. “Domino?”


    “Yeah, I’m here. You keep breaking up. Can you get to another phone?”


    Amy nodded into her cell. “I’m gonna try. I’ll call you right back, okay?”


    “I’ll be here.”


    Amy hung up and hurried down the stairs. “Gimme your phones,” she said to the group.


    Without debate, Jon and Karen handed theirs over.


    No signal for either of them.


    She tried hers again. It too now had no signal. “Goddammit! It was just working!”


    “Let me go get mine,” Allan said, starting for the stairs.


    “What’s the point?” Jon said. “You’re not going to get a signal.”


    Allan ignored him and bounded up the stairs.




    25


    “This isn’t happening,” Allan said as he descended the stairs ten minutes later, dabbing at his nose with the rag, the bleeding now all but done.


    “What?” Karen asked.


    “I can’t find it,” Allan said. “I looked everywhere, and I can’t find the damn thing.”


    They adjourned back to the den. Allan tossed the bloodied rag into a small wastebasket in the corner.


    “Are you sure you left it in your room?” Amy asked.


    “Not a hundred percent, no, but high nineties.”


    “Did you look anywhere else?” Karen asked.


    “Yeah. Checked the girls’ room, the guest room—nothing.”


    Amy’s lips vanished in contempt. “How long were they out of our sight?” she asked.


    “Who? Jennifer and Tim?” Allan said.


    “Yeah.”


    “I don’t know—they wandered a few times. Each time seemed like it was only for a couple of minutes, though. Why? Are you suggesting they went into my room and took my phone?”


    Amy nodded.


    “How would they know it was even up there? In my entire house, in the short intervals they were gone, how would they know to look in my bedroom for my phone?”


    A pause.


    “Because you said,” Karen whispered.


    “What’s that?” Allan asked.


    “You told us it was in your bedroom. You were about to go upstairs to get it, and Jon said you could use his phone instead, so you stopped.”


    Allan frowned. “I’m not following.”


    Amy said: “She’s saying we weren’t the only ones who heard you say your phone was upstairs.”


    Karen nodded.


    “Wait—no, no, no,” Allan said. “They were gone by then—they’d taken our cars.”


    Another pause. The collective chill was almost visible as the only other alternative presented itself.


    Amy voiced it: “Then there was someone else in the house who heard it.”


    • • •


    Ten minutes earlier


    Last Allan remembered, he’d left his cell phone on his nightstand.


    It was not there.


    One hand pressing the bloodied rag to his nose, he used the other to tear his bedroom apart like a burglar ransacking the place, tossing this and that over his shoulder without a care, desperate to locate the goods.


    He gave up and slumped on his bed, sighed, and murmured: “This isn’t happening.”


    • • •


    Tucked safely away in the bedroom closet, watching Allan’s search through one of the slits in the shutters, the object of his search in her bag along with Domino Taylor’s phone and a high-end cell phone jammer capable of miles, Kelly Blaine could scarcely contain her glee.


    At one point, out of desperation, Allan had even approached the bedroom closet and opened both doors. Stood inches from her. Inches! And yet there she stood unnoticed, her small frame invisible behind the dense row of dresses once belonging to his wife, dresses that grief would apparently not allow Allan to discard just yet.


    Such exquisite irony all but made her squeal.


    Though she struggled to admit such a thing (any parallels between herself and the likes of Monica and her stupid family were not welcomed observations), Kelly was enjoying this “game” thing immensely.




    26


    “Someone else in my house?” Allan said.


    “It makes the most sense,” Amy said.


    “Now? Here now?”


    “I don’t know.”


    All eyes immediately scanned their surroundings.


    All eyes but Amy’s.


    Not that she wasn’t frightened. She simply knew better how to cope with fear. One might think Amy had become desensitized to fear after all she’d endured over the past few years, but this too was false. It was, she’d learned, exceptionally rare to become desensitized to fear. Even the biggest and the baddest felt it.


    Domino had once made Amy watch a film on Mike Tyson’s first trainer (a short, plump little gray man, Cus something, she couldn’t remember his last name just now) who was explaining to a young and impressionable Tyson that there is no difference between how a hero feels and how a coward feels; they both feel the same.


    What separates them is what they do.


    The coward refuses to face his or her fear and wilts. The hero fights that fear and does what he or she needs to do to survive. And if Amy Lambert was anything, she was a survivor.


    “I need to get to your neighbor’s phone,” she said.


    “Wait a minute,” Jon said. “You just said it was possible there was someone else in this house.”


    “It is possible.”


    “Well, then, shouldn’t we—I don’t know—do something about it?”


    “Like what?” Amy said.


    Jon looked helplessly at Allan and Karen for support.


    “Where are we most vulnerable?” Allan asked everyone. “In here or outside?”


    “They took our cars,” Karen said. “They could be long gone.”


    “Or they could have parked them down the street and made it back on foot,” Amy said.


    “Why would they do that?”


    “I told you: Taking our cars was only a means to an end—they only did it to make sure we couldn’t leave. Same reason they trashed Allan’s car.”


    “Okay, they wanted to make sure we couldn’t leave,” Jon said. “Why? What are they planning?”


    Amy said nothing.


    “Earlier, you said ‘if this is what I think it is,’ then your kids might be in danger,” Allan said. “You then told your friend Domino that you thought someone named Kelly might be behind this. What did you mean by that?”


    “I don’t have time to explain.”


    “Please.”


    Amy sighed. “Let’s just say the past I told you about might be coming back to haunt me.”


    “I thought they were all dead,” Karen said.


    “They are. Sort of. There’s one…” She sighed again, frustrated.


    “Kelly?” Allan asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Who is she?”


    “A psychopath. I really don’t have time to explain further. I’m sorry. I hope my hunch is wrong, I really do, but right now I’m just asking you to please trust me. Please.”


    Allan dropped his head and nodded.


    Amy started for the front door.


    “Wait, so if this is all about your past, then what the hell are we doing here?” Jon asked, gesturing to his wife and Allan.


    “You’re here for support group,” Amy said.


    “That’s not what I meant. I meant why are we involved?”


    “Bad luck,” Amy said.


    “Bad luck? I think we’ve all had enough bad luck for one lifetime, Amy. There’s no way something so traumatic could happen to us again. Not after what we’ve been through.”


    Amy laughed. “Forgive me, Jon, but you’re a fucking moron.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “The quicker you get it through your head that there is no grand scheme in the universe, the better off you’re gonna be.”


    “Grand scheme? What the hell are you talking about?”


    “Things do not”—she made air quotes—“‘happen for a reason,’ Jonny-boy. They just happen. And here’s another useful little tidbit for you: Life is not fair. It’s just life. Sometimes it’s good, and sometimes it fucking sucks. And it can keep on sucking—there is no cosmic rule that states one misfortune exempts you from another.”


    Amy took a deep breath and let it out slowly, cheeks puffing, feeling a little guilty for her outburst at these people who were not just mourning, but who were also very scared.


    “Look, I’m sorry for being so blunt,” she said. “I guess you could say at this stage of my life—after what I’ve been through—discretion is something I’m finding less and less use for. The reality is that bad shit happens to good people because bad shit happens to good people. That’s it. Look no deeper.”


    Jon finally spoke up. “God wouldn’t allow so much tragedy in one lifetime,” he said.


    Amy laughed again. Burst out laughing, actually; whatever guilt she might have felt for her behavior toward the Rogerses moments ago now gone in the presence of Jon’s unwavering ignorance.


    “Okay, Jonny-boy…okay,” Amy said. “Maybe your god can talk to my god sometime. I’ll give you a heads-up, though: My god has a sick sense of humor.”




    27


    Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


    Kevin Lane ordered another round.


    The bartender, mid-forties, close-cropped graying hair, solid build on display thanks to a tight black staff shirt, had a different suggestion. “How about a Coke instead?”


    Kevin frowned. “Why?”


    “Because you’re drunk.”


    Kevin waved a hand over the bar. “Everyone in here is drunk.”


    “Maybe. But I got shit for serving you too much the other night. Last couple of nights, as a matter of fact.”


    “I take care of you,” Kevin said.


    The bartender conceded this with a little nod. “Yeah, you do—but I’m not about to lose my job over a good tip.”


    “Come on, man, just one more.”


    The bartender shook his head. “Can’t do it, buddy.” He then leaned over the bar and spoke in hushed tones. “Listen, man, I don’t want to sound like a dick, but you’ve been coming in here a lot lately doing nothing but sitting by yourself and getting drunk. You might as well do that shit at home, man. Save yourself a lot of money, not to mention a DUI.”


    “I’m waiting for somebody,” Kevin said.


    “Tonight?”


    “Every night.”


    The bartender leaned back. “Well, obviously she’s not showing anytime soon, man, so why don’t you—”


    “He.”


    “What?”


    “He’s not showing.”


    “Whatever, man—bottom line, you’re cut off, all right? So, maybe it’s better you just go.”


    Kevin Lane now had no alternative but to ask. “You know a guy named Domino? Big black guy?”


    “Yeah, I know Domino. That the guy you’re waiting for?”


    Kevin nodded. “I was told he comes in here sometimes.”


    “Yeah, he does. Sounds like you’re not so much waiting for him as much as you are looking for him,” the bartender said.


    “Something like that,” Kevin said.


    “Domino’s not the kind of guy you want to be stalking, man. Trust me.”


    Stalking.


    It sounded so ugly. But it was true, wasn’t it? He’d been told this was Domino’s favorite watering hole and had been frequenting it nightly ever since. He even knew where Domino lived, knowledge few had. He’d camped out at Amy Lambert’s house one night and had gotten lucky when Domino showed up for a visit. All he had to do after that was follow Domino home. Tricky stuff with men of Domino’s ilk, but somehow he’d managed to do it undetected.


    All there was to do after that was knock on Domino’s door, introduce himself (even though he was fairly certain Domino would know who he was), and then flat-out ask Domino whether he’d be willing to help him take Kelly Blaine down. After all, if anyone knew how sinister the little bitch was, it was Domino Taylor.


    Problem was, Kevin Lane could never quite bring himself to knock on Domino’s door. Though he’d obsessed over the girl getting her comeuppance for as long as he could remember, that obsession growing to one of disturbing proportions following her embarrassment of him on nationwide television—he seldom ate or slept; his home had become derelict with neglect, resulting in many complaints from his neighbors; he drank daily and abused prescription drugs— Kevin simply had no idea how he’d go about doing such a thing. He was a school counselor (or had been), not a vigilante.


    Domino Taylor, however, was as close to a vigilante as you got. And he had some serious history with Kelly. It was almost perfect. It was all just a matter of presenting it the right way so Domino didn’t slam the door on him or, if he did manage to catch him at the bar, toss a beer in his face and call him crazy like so many others (so many others) had done these past few years.


    And sometimes Kevin wondered whether he had perhaps gone a little crazy. How could such false exploitation over the years not take a toll on a man? Still, the one thing he did know, the one thing he believed to be sane and just down to his very soul, was that Kelly Blaine needed to be exposed for the psychopathic killer she was. He believed Domino Taylor was his last chance.


    “Yeah, I know,” Kevin said. “I’m willing to take my chances, though.”


    The bartender shrugged. “Your health.”


    Kevin chuckled politely at the bartender’s wit. “You mind telling me when the last time you saw Domino in here was?”


    The bartender held up a hand. “Sorry, man—I’m not being a part of this.”


    “What if I gave you my name and number? Maybe the next time Domino comes in you can give it to him?”


    “Man, what did I just say? Hey, Tommy,” the bartender called over Kevin’s shoulder.


    A bouncer appeared next to Kevin.


    “This guy’s done,” the bartender said.


    Kevin turned on his stool and looked at the bouncer, a man who looked like something out of a fairy tale who ate children.


    “Let’s go, man,” the bouncer said.


    Kevin pursed his lips. “Fine.” He looked at the bartender. “No tip for you tonight, pal.”


    The bartender snorted. “There goes my yacht.”


    The bouncer escorted Kevin outside and shut the door behind him. Kevin closed his eyes and stood there for a moment, listening to the ambient noises of Philadelphia nightlife all around him, people shouting, laughing, cabs honking, and he wondered whether he should take the bartender’s advice and go to the nearest store, grab a cheap case of something, and sit at home to get properly shitfaced without trouble. It was still early in the evening; he could find a place still open.


    And Domino Taylor would still be awake, he thought.


    Hoping to catch him at his favorite watering hole had been a bust. He’d previously flirted with the idea of staking Domino out and following him on his daily routine, perhaps running into him at the supermarket: Oh hey! Domino Taylor, right? Remember me?


    Except staking out someone like Domino was a far cry from staking out Amy Lambert. On his first night, Domino would have likely made him. And as for approaching him in the supermarket? Even if Domino did accommodate him with a friendly hello, what next? Listen, Domino, would you be interested in helping me bring down that crazy little bitch Kelly Blaine? Oh, don’t mind us folks, continue shopping, just ordinary everyday conversation here. If Domino didn’t suspect Kevin might be losing it before, he would definitely think so then. Probably stuff him in the shopping cart and kick him down one of the aisles until he took no for an answer.


    So what did that leave? He knew he had to at least try to talk to him. Even though he had no formal plan, perhaps someone as keen as Domino would see the desperation in his face. And again, if anyone knew the real truth about Kelly Blaine, it was Domino Taylor; he might, in fact, be the only person left in this world who truly believed Kevin’s side of the story.


    Yes. Yes, he’d decided. Or maybe his gut full of booze had decided for him, but he’d decided all the same. He would go to Domino’s. Go to Domino’s and hope that the only person left in the world who might believe him was willing to help. He had to try. He was a short step above rock bottom. He had to at least try.
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    Several minutes of silence passed as Amy and Jon cooled down.


    Amy’s words to Jon, harsh as they were, rung truer than anything else Allan had ever heard. Her choice of words about a “grand scheme in the universe” were eerily similar to his invisible “scales of justice” that seemed to cruelly insist on tilting against him ever since Sam’s passing. From the cop who’d given him a ticket earlier today, to his girls’ struggle to comprehend the cathartic benefits of support group when it came to their mother, to right now, knee deep in one hell of who knew what. Not to mention the slew of other bumps (and, quite often, some seriously cavernous potholes) he’d endured over the past two years as a recent widower who was desperately trying to nurture his grieving children without simultaneously losing his own shit.


    And so as far as Allan was concerned, Amy’s assertions were spot on. Things do not happen for a reason. Life is not fair. One misfortune does not exempt you from another. And, most of all, bad shit happens to good people because bad shit happens to good people.


    And there was a sort of liberation in that for Allan, crazy as it may sound. No false hope, no complaints about the injustice of it all. It forced you to know exactly where you stood and whom you could rely on. Not so far off from the coveted here and now.


    “So, are we safer inside or outside?” Karen eventually asked.


    “I don’t know,” Amy said. “For all we know, there’s someone in the house right now.”


    “But we’re not positive about that,” Jon said.


    “Then how do you explain someone taking Allan’s phone after Tim and Jennifer were gone?” Karen asked.


    “Could be a few different explanations,” Jon countered.


    “Occam’s razor, Jonny-boy,” Amy said.


    “What?”


    “Basically, it means the answer to a problem is often the simplest,” Allan replied for her.


    Amy nodded approvingly towards Allan.


    “Well, then how the hell did someone else get into your house after Tim and Jennifer had already left, Allan? Don’t you have an alarm system?”


    Now Amy answered for Allan: “Tim and Jennifer obviously let them in while they were still here.”


    Jon grunted and looked away.


    “Look, whatever we decide is safest is irrelevant,” Amy said. “I’m going next door.”


    “Maybe we should all go,” Karen said.


    “And what if they’re out there waiting for us?” Jon said. “We’d be far too vulnerable in the dark.”


    “They took our cars and killed our phones, right?” Karen said. “That means they want to keep us from going for help, but most of all, keep us here.”


    “So?”


    “Well, if you ask me, it means they intend on coming back.”


    Jon considered his wife’s words, then shook his head adamantly. “No—I say we stay here. We arm ourselves and stand back to back in the den. No surprises that way. We see what’s coming, and we’re prepared.”


    “Do what you want,” Amy said and started for the front door again.


    Jon thrust a finger at her. “There, you see? It’s like a damn horror film. Everyone always splits up and does the exact opposite of what they should do.”


    “So you propose we arm ourselves and stand back to back in the den until when?” Karen asked.


    “Until sun up if we have to. But it’ll never come to that. Allan, your kids are with a sitter, I assume?”


    “My sister’s. A sleepover.”


    “And were you planning on calling to say goodnight?”


    “Yes.”


    Jon splayed a hand. “Okay—so when you don’t call, won’t your sister think something’s fishy?” He spun toward Amy, who was now in the foyer. “Amy, I assume your kids are with a sitter as well?” he called to her.


    Amy stopped, gave an impatient sigh, and turned back toward the den. “That’s right.”


    “No sleepover?”


    She shook her head.


    “And when you don’t show up to collect them, will the sitter not suspect something’s wrong?”


    Amy said nothing, just turned back toward the front door, unlocked it, and went to leave.


    “Wait,” Allan said. “I’m going with you.”


    Jon rolled his eyes and splayed another hand in their direction. “Yes, by all means, let’s split up more so—give the horror film aficionados what they want.”


    “I have a gun,” Allan said bluntly.


    Jon and Karen stood stunned.


    Amy shut the door and looked hard at Allan. “You said you didn’t.”


    “It was Sam’s,” he said.


    “Did she hunt?” Karen asked.


    “No—no way. She went to a range. It was her thing. Some people join a gym. She liked to shoot guns.” He shrugged, then dropped his head, the memory painful.


    “Can you go get it?” Amy asked.


    Allan nodded. He returned minutes later with the gun. He handled it like a man with a critter that may bite.


    Amy took it from him. Handled it like a woman who tamed critters. It was a 9mm Glock. A damn good handgun. Unfortunately, however, it was just that: a handgun.


    Allan noticed her disappointment. “Something wrong? Is it no good?”


    “No—no, it’s great. It’s just…”


    “What?” Jon asked.


    “Well, it’s a pistol.”


    “So?”


    “You ever fired a pistol before, Jonny-boy?”


    “No.”


    Amy turned to Karen. “You?”


    “No.”


    “If it was a shotgun, I’d say hurrah and place it in your laps with instructions to blow anyone away who came close. A shotgun blast spreads.”


    “And a pistol?” Jon said.


    “They require training. Lots of training. Movies will have you thinking you can hit wherever you point. It’s bullshit. Hitting your target with a pistol is damn hard.”


    Allan sighed. “She’s right. I went with Sam a few times. It was exceptionally humbling.”


    “So then what are you saying?” Jon asked.


    Amy looked at Allan. “Stay with them. Let me take the gun and go next door by myself. I’m the only one here who knows how to use it.”


    Allan said nothing. Amy went on.


    “Do what Jon said. Arm yourselves. Knives, bats, fucking boiling water—I don’t know. Just arm yourselves. The three of you together make a tougher target.”


    “And you?” Allan said.


    “She’s got the gun,” Jon said.


    Allan shot him a look. Pussy, that look said.


    “Here’s what I can tell you,” Amy began. “I will make it next door. I will call for help. And Jon was right; people will start missing us eventually.”


    Jon raised his chin.


    “Don’t get a big head, Jonny-boy. You’re a pussy, and it shows.”


    Jon frowned.


    Allan bit back a smile.


    “Look, I hope I’m wrong about all this, guys,” Amy continued. “I hope the Kelly girl I mentioned is not involved. I hope these assholes screwing around with us are some sick groupies of Monica Kemp and the Fannelli brothers getting their rocks off by playing games on the five-year anniversary of Crescent Lake or something, I really do. And if my wish comes true, I’m gonna go next door, call the police, and they’re gonna show up and find these copycat amateurs and arrest their asses.”


    “And if your wish doesn’t come true?” Allan said.


    “I spoke to my friend Domino. You all heard me. Domino’s picture is in an encyclopedia somewhere under Do Not Fuck With. You might even say it would be far more satisfying if he found these assholes before the police—the police frown on excessive force.”


    Allan bit back another smile. Was he enjoying this? No. Absurd. Or maybe not so absurd. He was in the here and now, after all. Insistent thoughts of the painful past and uncertain future were forced to leave. The situation demanded it. Damn good therapy this was, albeit the cost a little extreme.


    Amy went on, tucking the gun in her waist and then readjusting the strength in her ponytail as she did so. “Domino knows all about Kelly Blaine,” she said. “More than you can possibly imagine. If he heard me mention her, he knows something’s wrong, and he’d start calling for help. He knows I’m not one to panic.”


    “All the more reason you should stay here,” Jon said. His tone was not one of concern—she’d just called him a pussy, after all—but that of a man insisting his plan was superior.


    “The connection was shit,” Amy said. “I’m not a hundred percent on what Domino heard and what he didn’t. I do know he heard me mention Kelly’s name. Either way, I am going next door to call my kids and make sure they get somewhere safe until we know what’s what.”


    “So what do we do while you’re gone?” Karen asked.


    Amy popped the clip on the Glock, double-checked the ammunition, popped the clip back in, and then aimed the gun at the far wall. “Cover your ears.”


    She fired two quick rounds into Allan’s wall.


    Everybody flinched as though a bomb had gone off.


    “What the hell?!” Jon yelled.


    “Gotta make sure it works, Jonny-boy,” Amy said. Then to Allan: “Keep safe. Grab whatever you can for defense just in case. I’ll be right back. Sorry about your wall.”




    29


    Kevin Lane found it odd that a former security specialist like Domino Taylor would have a front door in such need of repair. Even with the door closed, it was apparent that the wooden frame was badly cracked. Kevin believed that with enough strength, one could still probably open the door—locked, bolted, and chained—just on the splintered, defective frame alone. Literally rip the thing open.


    Still a little drunk, Kevin was not drunk enough to ignore common sense. It was odd that a security specialist like Domino would have his front door in such a state. What was the old saying? “Where there’s smoke, there’s fire”? Was the cracked frame on Domino’s front door the smoke; inside, the fire? It was damn sure possible. Better still, it now gave Kevin an excuse to at least ring the doorbell. If Domino answered and treated him with less than a little kindness, he might be able to fumble out an excuse that he just wanted to chat and happened to notice his front door and got concerned. A nice little diversion into something that would make Domino appreciative for Kevin’s concern, and thus perhaps receptive to what he had to say.


    And if he didn’t answer the doorbell?


    What about the police? Call the police and tell them, I dropped by to say hello to an old friend, noticed the state of his door, rang the bell to no avail, and now I’m concerned?


    Sure, he could do that. There were a few problems to that approach, though.


    Kevin Lane’s obsession with Kelly Blaine was not a secret from the Philadelphia police, or many other police forces across the state or even the country, for that matter. Living the life of a transient over the years, many was the night that, after too much booze and too little sleep, he had phoned authorities, begging for them to listen to him. His public execution on The Joan Parsons Show certainly didn’t help paint him in a better light, either. If he were to call the police now and tell them he was standing outside Domino Taylor’s front door—Domino Taylor, who happened to have a strong rapport with the Philadelphia police—would they still think him a crackpot and hang up? Maybe, maybe not.


    There was something else to consider though. Another problem, if you will.


    Kevin wasn’t entirely sure he even wanted the police involved in bringing Kelly Blaine to justice. She’d eluded them so many times before, convinced them she was the victim and not the evildoer, and, of course, in doing so recently, painted him as a sex-offending liar. If this were to happen yet again, if she were to slip out of his grasp for the umpteenth time, he would assuredly and finally lose his mind. He was terrified to take that risk. A part of him wanted his own justice for Kelly Blaine. Even if that meant wrapping his hands around her little throat and squeezing until he heard a snap.


    So what did all this mean? No police, if possible. But first why not try ringing the bell, for Christ’s sake?


    He did. And there was no answer. He pressed the button again, and once again got no reply. He decided to knock, first a few polite raps, and then a firm couple of thumps.


    The door creaked open on the last thump.


    Not only was the doorframe cracked, but the door had been unlocked. Things were no longer odd. They were unsettling.


    Kevin steadied himself, took a deep breath, and went inside.




    30


    Incredulously, Amy’s biggest concern during her trek next door to the Rolstons’ was not running into the likes of Tim and Jennifer. A part of her hoped they’d show up, try to get the jump on her. She would happily put many bullets in them and continue on her way.


    No, what Amy was worried about was everyone who wasn’t Tim or Jennifer or whoever the hell else was involved in their stupid game. As rural as the neighborhood was (and Allan was right, Amy was finding the Rolstons were anything but right next door), it was still a neighborhood. Here now, in the dark, keeping low and taking periodic cover as she moved from tree to tree, Amy would not put many bullets in anyone unless she was absolutely sure it was Tim and Jennifer. God forbid it was a man or woman simply out for a nightly stroll. This meant hesitation. Hesitation was often the difference between life and death, as Amy well knew.


    Fortunately, such concerns became immaterial; she’d arrived at the Rolstons’ home without incident. Amy was surprised to see that practically all the lights in the house—a sizable two-story contemporary—were on. More curious still, the lights on the front porch shone bright and welcoming.


    It was as if the Rolstons were expecting company.




    31


    After locking the front door behind Amy, Allan returned to the den.


    “She gone?” Jon asked.


    “She’s gone.”


    “I was hoping she decided to stay.”


    “Because she’s got the gun?” Allan asked.


    “Because she seems to be tougher than about ninety percent of the men I know.”


    “If you’d gone through what she went through, I’d imagine your skin would be a bit calloused as well.”


    “Do you really think this is connected to all that?” Karen asked. “Or do you think maybe it’s like Amy suggested: groupies or whatever playing sick games on the anniversary of the tragedy?”


    “I really don’t know,” Allan said. “Does it matter?”


    Both Karen and Jon said nothing.


    Allan nodded with a thin smile that said he was disappointed to be right.


    “So what do we do now?” Karen asked.


    “Stick to the plan, I guess,” Allan said. “Arm ourselves and stay put right here—” He pointed a finger straight down toward the floor of the den. “—and wait for Amy to return or, better yet, Amy and the police to return.”


    “Okay, let’s think,” Jon said. “You’ve got knives in the kitchen, right?”


    Allan nodded. “Of course.”


    “Okay, I guess we can start there—”


    “Let’s go to the garage,” Allan interrupted.


    “Why?”


    “Because I have an axe, a pitchfork, and even a machete out there. But if you’d feel safer with a kitchen knife…”


    They went to the garage.




    32


    Amy tucked the gun into her waist and approached the Rolstons’ front step. She squinted from the glare of the porch lights. Were they expecting company? Perhaps so. Perhaps company was already there. She turned behind her and checked the driveway. No cars. None on the street either. Long rectangular windows flanked the door, and Amy bent at the waist to peek inside. She saw the interior of a nicely furnished home, and that was all. No signs of life. Perhaps they were out? Amy often left more than the usual amount of lights on in the house when she was away to give the impression that someone was home when they were not. An old-school deterrent to burglars that still held merit, according to Domino.


    Was that what was going on here? Had the Rolstons gone out and left the lights on? Perhaps. No cars in the driveway didn’t necessarily make it so, however; Amy could make out a sizable garage at the far west end of the house. Likely, the cars were tucked in there for the night. The only thing the empty driveway (and street, for that matter) told her was that if the Rolstons were home, they were likely alone. No guests.


    Enough guess work. Ring the damn bell.


    She did. Rang it once, and then accompanied the ring with a firm but respectful knock. Waited. Got nothing. Rang again and knocked again. Waited and got nothing. She peeked through one of the rectangular windows again, hoping to see someone approaching, or perhaps someone peeking out at her, justifiably wary about who was so insistent on seeing them on a Sunday night.


    She saw nothing.


    Amy tried a final time. Ringing the doorbell twice, knocking several times. Shifting to the adjacent slice of window to peek in right after, hoping the new perspective from this window would give her a different view of something, anything.


    What Amy saw through her new perspective was just the thinnest slice of a television set down the hallway and into the adjoining den. The television was on.


    Screw this, Amy thought, and pinned her finger to the doorbell, letting it ring countless times, the bottom of her fist banging against the door just after, no firm courtesy knocking anymore, but an insistent open-up-dammit! banging.


    She pressed her mouth close to the window, screamed: “Please open up, it’s an emergency!” In her haste and frustration, she went to wriggle the doorknob, only to fall silently stunned as the knob turned without resistance and the door opened, the sound of the television down the hall suddenly clear, as if welcoming her.
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    Allan could not help but fixate on his newly mangled car when the three of them returned to the garage.


    “Leave it be,” Karen said. “We’ll make them pay every single cent for its repair.”


    Allan said nothing, just guided them toward a large metal tool cabinet standing tall in the far corner of the garage.


    “You really have a machete?” Jon asked.


    “Yeah.”


    “Why?”


    “Clearing brush in the backyard. My girls have a trail they like to walk. It gets overgrown sometimes.”


    “Hedge clippers don’t do the job?”


    Allan sighed and faced Jon. “I suppose they would. I think I have an old pair somewhere in here. Would you prefer wielding those over a machete, Jon?”


    Jon conceded Allan’s point with a little nod and a smile, a silent touché.


    The beige cabinet had one giant locking door, the keyed handle long and silver. Despite this, Allan never locked it. Didn’t even know where the damn key was, to be honest. He’d told himself countless times he should for the safety of his girls, not that he imagined his girls would find much interest in horsing around with axes and pitchforks and the like. Still, he supposed if they were bored enough they could access the cabinet whenever they wanted without much troub—


    A sudden bolt of terror struck Allan square in the chest.


    He did not bother to relay his fear, just prayed as he ripped the cabinet door open.


    The cabinet was empty. Taped to the inside of the cabinet door was a single piece of paper. On it, a message.


    Allan snatched the paper and read it.


    You really should keep this locked ☺, it said.
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    Amy stepped into the Rolstons’ home. Her tread was light and deliberate, as though the floor might give beneath her. She took quick inventory of the situation. She’d rung the doorbell a zillion times, and knocked on the door twice as many. Each time she got no response. Saw no life through the windows when she peeked in after each ring and knock.


    Except the television. The television was alive yet apparently entertaining no one.


    Had they left it on before going out for the evening? One of Amy’s neighbors had a rescue dog that used to get exceptionally worked up whenever the family would leave their house. A nice pile of poo would be waiting for them when they would return home. A veterinarian had recommended leaving the television on when they were out—a way to trick the dog into thinking there was still life in the house and it was not being abandoned yet again. Crazily enough, it had worked. No more poo waiting for them when they would return home. Could that be the case here? A dog in the house? No. Unless the dog was deaf, it would have assuredly barked its head off after her incessant ringing and knocking. And if it was deaf, why even bother leaving the TV on for it? The movement on the screen, perhaps. No, that was silly.


    So what else did that leave? TV on, no one answering her banging and ringing. Perhaps the Rolstons had been watching television when they spotted Amy approaching. Took off upstairs or somewhere else in the house to hide until Amy went away.


    But then she’d started hollering, hadn’t she? Pleading for help through the door? Surely the Rolstons wouldn’t assume a solicitor would use such an approach, no matter how desperate. That would make Amy a woman in trouble. Were the Rolstons the kind of people who would turn their backs on a woman’s cries for help? Who knew, in this day and age? You certainly didn’t have to convince Amy that there were plenty of crazies running around. Female ones, even. Perhaps the Rolstons saw it as a ruse to get them to unlock their door.


    But the door was unlocked. How the hell did you explain that? Sure, this part of Montgomery County was considered rural, maybe even country by some, but it wasn’t Mayberry. Even the most trusting of souls knew better these days to lock up just in case.


    Enough guesswork.


    “Hello? Is anybody home?” she called. Waited, and then tried again, louder, cupping a hand next to her mouth. “Hello?!”


    No reply.


    Amy made a left, strolling cautiously into the kitchen. The gun was still in her waist. She contemplated drawing it and keeping it at her side but chose against it just now.


    She noticed something odd on the kitchen counter. A teacup. Next to the teacup was a Ziploc bag of precut lemon wedges. Next to the bag of lemons was a plastic squeeze bottle of honey. Next to that, a box of tea.


    Amy peeked inside the teacup. It was empty. She spotted the kettle on the stove and placed a tentative hand on it. It was still warm. So what did all this mean? Well, it was fairly obvious, as far as Amy was concerned. Someone had been interrupted while making tea. Recently.


    Amy spotted a cordless phone at the opposite end of the kitchen counter. She hurried toward it and raised it to her ear. No dial tone. She mashed a few of the phone’s buttons all the same and tried again. Still nothing.


    A line down in the neighborhood maybe?


    (And how do you explain the cell phones?)


    Amy immediately snatched her own cell from her pocket and checked it. No signal. She powered it down and then started it back up again. All the welcoming noises chimed as the phone came to life, and for a moment Amy felt hope, only to sag at the shoulders and sigh when the screen cruelly informed her once again that she had no signal.


    Except she’d had a signal, hadn’t she? At Allan’s. It was short and fleeting and choppy, and Domino sounded like a robot, but there had been life. So how was that possible? Though she was no expert, cutting landlines seemed plausible to Amy. But cutting signals to multiple cell phones? No, scratch that—turning them off and on? It couldn’t be a coincidence. Occam’s razor. Someone was controlling it. It seemed impossible, but someone was turning their signals on and off as it suited them. It made sense at Allan’s. As they’d surmised, someone could have still been in the house. Tim or Jennifer


    (or, God forbid, Kelly Blaine)


    could have somehow snuck back in, hiding somewhere and using some kind of tech gadget that allowed the on-and-off jamming of their signals. That made sense.


    But here? At Allan’s neighbors’, several hundred yards away? Either the tech gadget jammer thingy had one hell of a range or…


    (or?)


    Someone was home. And it wasn’t the Rolstons.


    Amy pulled the gun from her waist.
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    Allan slammed the big metal cabinet door closed. It clanged and reverberated back open, the lock failing to catch from the impact. This time Allan slammed it shut and added his fist for good measure, his knuckles denting the metal door with a boom.


    “Allan…” Karen said.


    Allan turned to her, face twisted with helpless rage.


    “What do we do now?” she asked softly.


    Allan gave her an incredulous look. “Seriously? You seriously think I have an alphabet full of plans for this fucking madness?”


    Jon held up a hand. “Whoa—take it easy, Allan.”


    “You fucking take it easy, Jon.”


    “I’m not the one punching tool cabinets.”


    “Yeah, you wouldn’t even have the balls to punch a time clock, would you, you fucking sissy.”


    Jon shoved him. “Fuck you, man.”


    Allan stepped forward. He couldn’t be sure, but he felt as though he were smiling. Grinning even.


    (Enjoying this?)


    (Sure. The here and now—momentarily free of everything and anything.)


    Jon took a step back and raised a stop hand at Allan. “Back off, Allan…I’m warning you, I took an advanced weekend course in self-defense last summer and—”


    Allan launched Jon onto the hood of his SUV with a solid right cross. Jon rolled off the hood and onto the cement floor, where he lay groaning.


    Karen ran and knelt by her husband’s side. She soon looked back up at Allan with disgust. “What is wrong with you?!” she yelled.


    “He put his hands on me,” Allan said matter-of-factly.


    (Who is this guy talking? Is this you, Allan?)


    Jon got to his feet with the help of Karen. He shook his head to clear the cobwebs, massaged his jaw, and then shot Allan a look of pure loathing. “Karen,” he said, hate-filled eyes staying on Allan as he spoke, “hit the garage door opener. We’re leaving.”


    “What?” Karen blurted.


    “We’re not spending another goddamn second here,” he hissed.


    “So we’re going to split up?” Allan said. “Give the horror movie aficionados what they want? Your words, buddy.”


    “You go to hell, Allan.” He spun on his wife. “Hit the garage door!”


    Karen shook her head. “Jon, no.” Her head then vacillated between Allan and Jon as she spoke. “Look, we can’t allow this to happen. It’s exactly what they would want, isn’t it? To see us turn on each other?”


    “Karen, I’m only going to tell you one last time. Open the—”


    “Jon, shut up!” she yelled. “Lose your goddamn ego for a minute and listen to me! We need to make it through this night, and the best odds we have are doing it together. You said it yourself, and you were right. Don’t let pride cloud your judgment now.”


    “Fine!” Jon shoved Karen aside, changed tactics, and went for the adjoining door into the mudroom instead, slamming it behind him.


    “Jon!” Karen ran after him, opening the door and leaving it ajar as she went after her husband.


    Allan stood still, taking it all in. He glanced at the open door leading into the mudroom.


    Raised in a barn? was his first thought, accompanied by a little smile.


    Then a second thought: That’s not funny. What the hell is wrong with you?


    “Nothing’s wrong with me,” he said aloud.


    And maybe there wasn’t. But there was something wrong with…well…everything, wasn’t there? If he made it through this night, he’d never have to speak to Jon Rogers again. But was now really the time for he started it nonsense?


    “No,” he said softly, feeling a little ashamed.


    Living in the now, all that shit, it held merit when it came to explaining his own behavior. But did it not just as easily hold merit when it came to the notion of going after Jon and Karen? If he was living in the now, wouldn’t that justify going after those who were putting themselves in danger? Those who were fleeing for all the wrong reasons?


    Yes. Dammit, yes.


    Allan went after them.


    “Guys?” he called as he walked through the mudroom toward the den.


    The craziest thing. He heard conversation coming from the den. Inappropriately casual talk. Like a dinner party.


    Allan arrived on the scene. Jon and Karen were on their knees, Karen weeping, Jon visibly shaking, both looking up at a grinning Jennifer who was happily alternating the point of a gun between their eyes.


    A young woman whom Allan had never seen before stood beside Jennifer. She smiled at Allan’s arrival. The young woman was short, slender, dark-haired, attractive. Allan’s machete was in her right hand.


    “Allan, hi,” she said. “I’m Kelly. It’s nice to meet you. Why don’t you join us? Therapy is about to begin.”
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    Make a run for it? Allan thought.


    (You do that, and they’re dead.)


    I could make it.


    (Yeah, you probably could. What about Jon and Karen? Would they make it? And what about Amy?)


    Amy. Wait…did this girl say her name was—


    “Kelly,” Allan said aloud.


    “Yes?”


    “No—I mean you said your name was Kelly.”


    Kelly cocked her head. “So?”


    “You’re Amy’s Kelly. Kelly…” What the hell did she say her last name was? Something with a b…? “Blaine,” Allan blurted with no satisfaction. “Kelly Blaine. You’re the one Amy feared was behind all this.”


    Kelly’s eyebrows rose. “She told you that?”


    Allan said nothing, nor did he have to.


    “She is a clever one, that Amy,” Kelly said.


    There was a momentary pause where everyone in the den seemed to consider one another. Allan by the den entrance, capable of making a run for it if he chose to; Jon and Karen on their knees, bound with fear and a gun vacillating between their foreheads; Jennifer, the one holding the gun, grinning, looking twitchy, unstable; and then Kelly Blaine, Allan’s machete dangling in her hand, her manner calm, almost pleasant.


    And then there was Tim. Or, the lack of Tim. His absence did not elude Allan. Nor did the fact that Jennifer was holding a gun, and that Kelly Blaine was holding his machete—and only his machete. His axe, his pitchfork, all missing from the tool cabinet in the garage, now failing to make an appearance here in the den with the machete. Why? Too cumbersome to wield for someone Kelly’s size, unlike the machete? Perhaps. But if so, why take them then? To ensure that he, Jon, and Karen did not, most likely.


    Or perhaps they aren’t so cumbersome for someone Tim’s size. And Tim’s gone. Perhaps next door at the Rolstons. Waiting for Amy.


    Allan twitched, as though common sense and bravado were warring over use of his body.


    “Thinking of making a run for it?” Kelly asked.


    “No,” Allan lied.


    “Want to get next door to Amy? Warn her, is that it?”


    Allan’s alarmed expression asked the question his mouth would never.


    “Yes, I know she’s next door, Allan,” Kelly said. “I would think by now you’d realize just how far behind you all are.”


    Jennifer laughed again.


    “Oh, and your cell phone was on your nightstand, by the way.” Kelly produced Allan’s cell from her pocket and flaunted it playfully before him. “Didn’t want you to think you were getting senile or anything. See, I’m not all bad.” She pocketed the phone.


    “What do you want?” Allan said.


    Jennifer’s eyes lit up. Gun staying on the Rogers, she whirled her head toward Kelly.


    Kelly smiled knowingly back at her. “Didn’t I tell you?” she said. “‘What do you want?’ is almost always a sure thing. Guarantee you, further down the line we’ll also get ‘why are you doing this?’”


    Jennifer’s laughter became the sinister giggles of a child.


    “I will answer it, though,” Kelly said to Allan. “But I’ll have to answer it quickly because I’ve still got things to do and not much time to do them. First, Allan, I’d like you to come in here and take a spot next to Karen.”


    Karen gaped up disbelievingly at Kelly.


    Kelly rolled her eyes and sighed. “Yes, I know your name, Karen.” She sighed again and maneuvered behind Jon. “Can we please prevent any future gasps of disbelief that may derail my train of thought and simply accept the fact that, for all intents and purposes, on this particular evening, that I”—she tapped the flat of the machete’s blade on top of Jon’s head—“know”—tap—“fucking”—tap—“everything?”


    Everyone nodded.


    “Thank you.” Kelly brought the machete down into the back of Jon’s heel, severing his Achilles tendon, yet still managing to keep the foot intact.


    Jon threw his head back and screamed, veins bulging on his neck and forehead like cords.


    Karen cried out for her husband.


    Allan stood stunned, watching in disbelief.


    Jennifer giggled like the sinister child.


    Only Kelly looked unaffected by it all. She held the machete up to her face and studied it with a look of disappointment. Keeping the foot intact, was not, it would seem, her intention.


    “You know, in the movies they make it look so easy,” she said over Jon’s moaning. “One little swipe and, whoop!, off it goes.” Kelly shook her head at the machete. “I swung this thing as hard as I could.” She fingered the blade, testing its sharpness, came away with a finger full of blood and casually wiped it on Karen’s cheek. Karen shrieked and immediately wiped it off. “Not very sharp,” Kelly went on. She looked at Allan with the same disappointment she cast the machete. “Dammit, Allan, sharpen your machetes.”


    Jon had since rolled to his side, clutching his now useless ankle, grimacing, eyes shut tight against the pain. He moaned incessantly.


    Karen went to cradle Jon in her arms. Jennifer looked at Kelly for approval.


    Kelly nodded back. “They’re not going anywhere.” She turned toward Allan: “How about you, Allan? You still thinking about going anywhere?”


    Allan, still rattled by the brutal scene he’d just witnessed, managed to summon what little nerve he felt was left in the tank.


    “Whether I stay or run, you’ll kill them,” he said, gesturing to Jon and Karen.


    Kelly turned to Jennifer. “Jennifer, do you think you could get the rest of Jon’s foot off? No cutting or anything. Just wrench it off. Think of it as a big drumstick.”


    “Definitely,” Jennifer said, starting for Jon.


    Karen screamed and shielded her husband.


    “Wait!” Allan said.


    Kelly gestured for Jennifer to stop.


    No matter what you do, they’re dead. But if you run, you can make it. You can see Jamie and Janine again.


    (You’ll have the deaths of Jon and Karen on your conscience.)


    My girls lost their mother. I’m NOT going to let them lose their father too. I’ll run. I’ll run, and I’ll keep on running until I find help.


    (And they could be dead by the time help arrives.)


    Or they may not. If I escape, these psychos might panic and run themselves, fearing that help is on the way. Leave Jon and Karen alive. At least there’s a chance. There is ZERO chance if I stay.


    “Allan?” Kelly said. “Did I not mention I still had things to do?”


    Allan nodded absently, trying his absolute damnedest to make it look as though shock was slowing his decision process, not the idea of making a run for it.


    “Then please get over here and join your friends before I tell Jennifer to put several holes in their heads.”


    She never finished telling you what she wanted. Ask her now. Ask her and make a break for it when she’s explaining.


    “You never finished telling us what you wanted,” Allan said.


    Kelly closed her eyes and breathed in deep through her nose, showing the first crack in what had been a disturbing calm up until now.


    “I no longer have the time to finish telling you. However, if you come over here and stay put, I promise you will eventually get all of the answers—”


    Allan made a break for it.


    He expected gunfire behind him and instinctively shrugged his shoulders and brought both hands up to protect his head as he bolted for the front door.


    Except there was no gunfire. Did he care? Like fuck he did.


    Allan unlocked the front door, ripped it open, and charged out into the night…


    …only to stumble and fall, something taut and unforgiving like wire catching him at both ankles. Allan hit the ground of his front porch hard, his breath lost from both the impact and sudden panic of his predicament.


    He rolled to one side, face now a reddish purple as he pleaded for his body to find air. He spotted the cause of his fall. It had been wire. Strung ankle-height across his front porch.


    Allan then heard a giggle. It was not Jennifer’s giggle. It was the giggle of a man. Allan rolled all the way over onto his back. He looked up and saw only the night sky, felt a queer, transitory moment of peace in its infiniteness.


    Tim then came into frame, blocking out the sky as he loomed over Allan’s head, smiling.


    “Whoopsie,” Tim said and giggled again. Allan now saw that the missing axe from his tool cabinet was at Tim’s side.


    Allan’s final thought before everything went black came directly from the Amy Lambert School of Philosophy.


    Life is not fair, he thought.


    Tim raised the axe.
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    Amy left the kitchen and crept into the den, where the television continued to provide the only noise in the house.


    The television was the focal point of the den. Before it were a cushy sofa and a coffee table. The cushions on the sofa were neat and puffy, not shifted and mushed. The coffee table held nothing but a remote control and a magazine. No drinks, no snacks. Amy couldn’t remember a time when she hunkered down to watch the tube without at least a drink or something to nosh on. And the sofa cushions…


    She touched them, and they were cold. But would they still be warm if someone had been sitting there, say, fifteen minutes ago? She didn’t know. What she did know was that they wouldn’t appear as primped as they now did. After a marathon tube session at home, her couch appeared as a sad, flattened sandwich. She’d make a happier, fluffier sandwich out of it in the morning, but never during. What would be the point?


    Someone had been interrupted in making tea, she thought. Perhaps they were interrupted before they could watch TV too.


    Sure, it made sense. Turn the TV on, go into the kitchen to fix yourself a cup of tea to sip while watching, get interrupted, and thus leave behind what she was finding now.


    Interrupted how, though? was the chilling thought now playing on a continuous loop in her head. Or, worse still, interrupted by whom?


    Amy grabbed the remote control from the coffee table and turned off the television. The ambient sounds of an empty


    (is it?)


    house seemed loud at first. Automatic air whooshing from unseen vents; fridge in the kitchen humming; a clock ticking somewhere; water running upstairs—


    (wait—what?)


    Water running upstairs was not an ambient sound of an empty house.


    Amy held her breath and closed her eyes in a bid to hear more efficiently. Water was definitely running above.


    She left the den and inched toward the staircase, held her breath, and closed her eyes again. She wagered three possibilities at first: a washing machine (she’d known quite a few people who had a washer and dryer on the second floor), a broken toilet that ran unabated until you jiggled the damn handle (she knew one person very well with this particular problem, and fixing it was on her to-do list), or someone running a bath or taking a shower (the oddest and least explainable of the three).


    She ruled out washing machine first. She heard no accompanying effort of a motor as it spun and churned, and certainly not the startling earthquake rumble exclusive to all washers as it neared the end of its cycle.


    She ruled out the running toilet next. As someone who’d recently become an expert in the sound, she would know the bastard anywhere.


    That left someone running a bath or taking a shower, the oddest and least explainable of the three. And Amy supposed she could stand there at the foot of the stairs, weighing and discarding flimsy possibilities as to why someone might be running a bath or taking a shower while the TV ran unwatched, while a cup of tea was left unmade, and while someone had not only rung their doorbell and banged on their front door half a zillion times but was now inside their home, desperately calling for them with just as much emergency.


    She could stand there and theorize, but why even bother when the true explanation was a simple flight of stairs away? Because you could disturb someone running a bath? Taking a shower? Big fucking deal. Besides, Amy’s faithful belief in Occam’s razor was in full effect here, and it answered all those questions with one swooping certainty.


    Question: Who would run a bath or take a shower during such things?


    Answer: No one, that’s who. The answer was, no one would run a bath or take a shower during such things. Simple.


    And yet the water above still ran. Why?


    Well, if still on the clock, and not stubbornly told by Amy that it was quitting time so that she could head upstairs in her unbreakable quest to find a working cell phone, good old William of Occam might have told Amy that the reason why the water above still ran was—what else?—simple.


    Not good. The answer was not good.


    She headed upstairs anyway.
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    Allan woke before attempting to open his eyes. For a brief moment he thought he was hungover. Exceptionally hungover. There was a pounding in his head like no other. Except the pounding was more localized than a bad hangover headache that always seemed to spread right down to his toes. This one was exclusive to his forehead. Not even the back of his head had the unwanted privilege. Odd. He had no recollection of drinking the night before. His daughters had had a sleepover, hadn’t they? Memories swirled just out of reach as his consciousness slowly returned. He remembered wanting a drink. Sharing one with Amy, the girl from support group. But then the doorbell had rung, interrupting them, and two new members had entered his home…


    Everything came back at once.


    He was alive. Allan had thought his (unfair) life was surely over the second Tim had stood over him and raised the axe. What had happened instead? Well, the localized throb around his forehead gave him a fairly good idea. Tim had obviously not brought the blade of the axe down, but the blunt end instead, knocking him cold.


    Allan opened his eyes. His vision swam and made him nauseated, and he instantly shut them tight again. He went to bring a hand to his head but felt instant resistance on his right arm. He tried his left and felt the same. He opened his eyes again, determined to fight the nausea until his vision settled. When it did, he quickly discovered a few things:


    He was in his den, seated in one of his kitchen chairs. The reason he could not move either arm was because his arms and torso were bound to the chair with what appeared to be miles of duct tape. Legs too.


    To his left were Jon and Karen Rogers. Both were in the same exact predicament—each bound to one of his kitchen chairs with miles of duct tape.


    There was no trace of the psychos.


    Jon was a ghostly white and drenched in sweat. His face was a constant grimace of pain. It was then that Allan remembered how the girl had brought the machete down on the back of Jon’s ankle, severing his Achilles tendon.


    The girl…


    Who was the girl? Kelly something. Someone Amy knew. Someone bad.


    Wait. Amy. Where the hell was Amy?


    This memory, like the others, trickled into place. She’d gone next door to ask the Rolstons for help. She’d gone alone because she had the gun. Did she make it? Did she get help? He guessed no. If she had, why the hell were they tied up in his fucking den?


    Allan eventually came to a realization. Tim could have killed Allan, but did not. The girl with the machete (or maybe that other psycho girl…Jennifer, was it?) could have killed Jon and Karen while he was unconscious, but did not.


    Realization: They were being kept alive for something.


    But of course the realization was anything but final and only served to produce the obvious follow-up question: kept alive for what?


    Amy was nowhere in sight. If she’d gotten help, there was a strong chance it would have been here by now. So that meant Amy was either dead or on the loose. If she were dead, then why the hell was he still alive? Why were the Rogerses still alive? This was about Amy, after all, wasn’t it? And what had Amy said before when Jon had asked why they were involved if all of this had to do with Amy’s past?


    Bad luck was all Amy had said, and none too compassionately.


    Which then made the follow-up question to Allan’s discovery that much more enigmatic. If Allan and the Rogerses were only involved in this mess from Amy’s past because of bad luck, why keep them alive? Surely they were nothing but an insignificant liability, yes? A potential risk?


    And then just like that, Allan had an answer to the increasingly enigmatic follow-up question, yet he took no pleasure in it:


    Because we are significant, he thought. We’re pawns. And what was it Allan’s father had told him years ago about pawns when first teaching him the game of chess?


    “The thing about pawns, Allan, is that their low piece value allows you to sacrifice them relatively easily in order to gain a stronger position overall,” Martin Brown had told his son.


    We’re pawns, Allan thought again. Here to be sacrificed so that Kelly may gain a stronger position over Amy.




    39


    Amy ascended the Rolstons’ stairs slowly and deliberately, gun at her side. The sound of the running water was more distinct now. It was not the sounds of someone running a bath, but the sounds of a shower.


    Oh, hell—someone in the shower? No wonder they didn’t hear her banging on the door and ringing the bell.


    But there were two of them, weren’t there? Pam and Mike Rolston, Allan had said. One of them would’ve had to have heard her racket while the other showered.


    Unless only one was home? Maybe.


    How about if they were showering together? Another maybe, she supposed. Personally, Amy had hated showering with Patrick. He was just too damned big and hogged all the hot water whenever he stood before the shower head. Not to mention they’d nearly broken their damn necks trying to make sex work, no matter what position they tried. Talk about Bambi’s first go on ice.


    Again, she could stand and theorize, or she could just finish climbing the damn stairs and find out.


    Amy crept further. A step creaked below her weight, and she winced at the sound. She felt like an intruder. And she was. Except she felt like the bad kind.


    The Fannelli brothers kind.


    The fleeting parallel made her momentarily ill, like a hot flash or a wave of nausea. She gripped the railing with one hand and steadied herself. Breathed deeply and slowly. This was not the first time her traumatic past had her questioning a change in her psyche. She had enjoyed killing Monica. Enjoyed it immensely. What was it Monica had said as she lay dying at Amy’s feet, looking up at her, smiling with a mouthful of blood from the gunshot wounds Amy had inflicted on her?


    Maybe we’re not so different after all, she’d said.


    Amy pinched the bridge of her nose, closed her eyes, and grimaced. “Fuck you,” she whispered to both Monica and herself, then continued climbing.


    She reached the landing without incident and now stood in the center of a long and spacious hallway. Bedrooms on opposite ends, one bathroom in between.


    The bedroom doors were open. The bathroom door was closed. The running water behind it could be heard clearly.


    Amy pressed her ear gently to the bathroom door. Listened for any change in the water’s cadence, the verification of someone actually showering. She heard nothing but the unbroken flow of the water.


    She slowly lowered herself to all fours and strained to peek beneath the door. Waited several breaths and saw nothing pass.


    She stood and tried the doorknob. It was unlocked. Amy turned it slowly, as if turning it too fast might trigger an alarm. Opened the door a crack and peered inside. The humidity of the shower greeted her instantly, misting her face and blurring her vision. She inched it open another crack, allowing more steam to exit into the hallway. Her vision was better now. It allowed her full view of the bathroom’s interior without committing to full entry.


    The interior was modest. White tile. White walls. There was a sink and mirror; there was a toilet; there was a shower and tub. The shower’s curtain was pulled tight, the color midnight blue. It did not offer any silhouetted glimpse of anything behind it.


    Gun on the shower curtain, Amy slowly entered the bathroom. She dropped into a low crouch and paused by the sink, waiting. If she couldn’t see them through the curtain, they couldn’t see her, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t have felt the bathroom’s shift in temperature when she entered, the subtle breeze of an open door in a room full of mist that was now dissipating. If someone behind that curtain was waiting to yank it back and pounce, they would be expecting her to be upright, not in a crouch. They would momentarily pause, giving her the precious time to blow them away from below.


    And so she waited in a crouch by the sink. And just as she heard no change in the water’s cadence when she’d pressed her ear to the door, so too did she hear no such change in the water’s tempo by the sink.


    (There’s no one in there. There can’t be.)


    Then why leave the water running?


    (A trap?)


    Possible. Lure me upstairs towards an empty shower so they can—


    (So they can what?)


    I don’t know. She rose slowly from her crouch. I don’t know, and I don’t care. I came here to find a phone—


    Amy’s cell phone beeped. She jumped as though jolted from behind, dug the phone from her pocket and stepped into the hallway. A text message from Domino:


    Where are u?



    Amy instantly dialed his number. It rang unanswered before going to voicemail. She cursed under her breath and tried texting him back:


    did you get hold of c and c?



    An excruciating minute passed before Amy’s phone beeped again:


    what the hell are you talking about?



    Amy cursed aloud, her thumbs working frantically on her phone, mashing buttons without care for misspellings:


    somthing bad going on! kelly b behind it. go get c and c and get them soenwhere safe!!!



    Another excruciating minute before:


    still not following. What are u talking about?



    “Are you fucking kidding me?!” she yelled. She went to text again but got no further; her cell started ringing in her hand. The caller ID read “Domino.” He’d gotten through.


    “Domino?” Amy answered. “Can you hear me?”


    “Amy?” His voice still sounded odd. Sexless and synthetic.


    “Yes! Yes, it’s me. Can you hear me?”


    “Barely. There’s a lot of static or something. What’s that noise?”


    “I don’t hear any—” But then she stopped. Of course she heard something. The rhythmic and unbroken fall of the shower a mere few feet behind her.


    She stepped back into the bathroom and immediately pulled back the curtain to get at the faucet and found herself staring at who she assumed were Mike and Pam Rolston. Both on their knees, facing away from her, slumped onto their sides, lifeless white faces mushed against the tiles. They’d clearly been dispatched execution style—told to get on their knees and face the other way while shot from behind. And Amy might have accepted this truth—shot from behind—had a giant pitchfork not stood upright in the corner of the tub, leaning against the tiled wall. Had, upon further inspection, husband and wife not been littered about the head, neck, and back with multiple holes the precise size of the pitchfork’s prongs.


    “Jesus Christ…” she whispered.


    They marched them upstairs with a pitchfork? No one’s being forced to go anywhere with a pitchfork.


    (They must have had a gun. They marched them upstairs and into the shower with a gun.)


    Then why not use the gun?


    The answer came too fast, tapping deep and dark without conscious effort, and Amy felt the fleeting parallel again, the hot flash of nausea…


    They didn’t use a gun because it would be a quick death. No fun.


    Amy slowly raised the phone to her mouth, unable to take her eyes off the Rolstons as she spoke. “They’re dead.”


    “Amy?”


    “They’re both dead.”


    “Who’s dead? I can still barely hear you. Did you turn off the shower?”


    Amy shook her head into the phone. “No,” she said absently, “hold on.” She bent for the faucet and froze. Slowly stood upright and brought the phone back to her ear. “I never told you anything about a shower.”


    “What? Yes you did.”


    “No—I didn’t.”


    “Well, I must have just assumed, Amy.” The voice on the phone was normal now. It was the voice of a woman.


    A breathless pause. Amy felt her pulse in her head. “Kelly Blaine,” she said.


    “That’s the name my dead folks gave me.”


    Amy bent for the faucet again, shut off the shower, and then slowly stepped out into the hallway, looking left and right as she spoke, gun ready. “How did you get Domino’s phone?”


    “Watched him die, then took it. Easy peasy.”


    “Bullshit. You may have stolen it somehow, but no fucking way did someone like you kill someone like Domino.”


    “‘Someone like me?’”


    “That’s right.”


    “Oh, Amy—you really should hush.”


    Amy started back downstairs, gun leading the way. “Pushing a button or two, am I?”


    “Just proving your stupidity,” Kelly said.


    Amy’s phone beeped in her ear. An incoming text while she was talking. She pulled the phone away and checked the ID of the text. Restricted number.


    Please let this be Domino. Please let this be Domino warning me that Kelly had somehow gotten ahold of his primary cell. That he has Carrie and Caleb safe and sound and that help is on the way. Please.


    Amy opened the text. It was Domino. A bloodied image of him with his throat cut. Next to his dying face was Kelly Blaine, grinning, her arm outstretched and off camera as she took the selfie.


    Amy stared at the image in disbelief.


    A fake. It has to be. Some kind of Photoshop bullshit.


    “Did ya get it yet?” Kelly asked.


    “It’s a fake,” Amy managed in barely a whisper.


    “You mean like the two you just found in the tub?”


    Amy closed her eyes and shook her head, refusing to believe. “No. No, it’s fake. There’s no way—”


    “No way what? No way that someone like me could have managed such a thing?”


    Amy felt sick. It was not like the brief waves of nausea that flashed whenever she found herself subconsciously sharing thoughts with the likes of Monica or the Fannelli brothers, but a deep, cancerous sickness, as if her body was slowly eroding, being hollowed out and robbing her of any conceivable strength.


    Still, she managed to voice her denial with some measure of will in her tone. “I don’t believe you. I don’t care what you say or what you show me—I don’t believe you.”


    “Suit yourself. You’ll find out soon enough.”


    “Go fuck yourself.” Amy hung up and immediately dialed 911.


    “911, what’s your emergency?”


    Yes! Fucking YES!


    “Yes, hello, I’d like to report a double murder at…”


    Shit! What’s their damn address?


    Amy ran into the Rolston’s kitchen and frantically scanned countertops for signs of mail. She found nothing.


    “I don’t know the address, I’m gonna find it, okay?”


    No answer.


    “Hello? You still there?”


    No answer.


    Amy pulled the cell phone away from her ear and found herself staring incredulously at the no-service message displayed.


    Amy kicked the refrigerator as hard as she could, threw her head back, and screamed.


    A moment passed. She stood panting in the kitchen of two dead strangers, rage and frustration pulsating throughout her body. She closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing.


    Get ahold of yourself…breathe…


    She took a long, final inhale and then let it out slowly. It did not entirely defuse her rage and frustration, but it did leash it. How strong a leash would remain to be seen.


    So what now?


    (Nothing’s changed. We need to get to a phone that works.)


    Everything’s changed. People are dead. Domino may be dead. And Kelly Blaine is officially involved. Everything has definitely fucking changed.


    (Doesn’t mean getting to a phone still isn’t the number one priority. Now that Kelly Blaine is involved, who knows how far she’ll go? You thought it before: She’ll try to one-up Monica to prove she’s better, and that means not only you, but your kids are now a potential target. You need to get ahold of them now more than ever.)


    How? Fucking HOW?


    (Keep moving until you get to the next neighbor. These assholes couldn’t have gotten to all of them.)


    And how far away are these next neighbors? And in which direction? I could be wandering for hours. And what about Allan and the Rogerses? I told them I’d return.


    Amy started pacing in circles, began gnawing a fingernail on her gun hand, completely unaware that the barrel was pointed at her head as she did so.


    Well, that’s it then. Two birds, one stone. I head back to Allan’s and tell them there’s been a change of plans. I explain about the Rolstons and that Kelly Blaine is involved and then tell them all of us are venturing out on foot. Allan will know the way to go. Two birds.


    (You do realize there’s a very good chance that they’ve already got them, don’t you? Allan and the Rogerses? That by going over there you could be doing exactly what Kelly wants you to do?)


    Yes, I know that. I also know that Kelly wants me alive. I know better than anyone that it’s all a fucking game. She doesn’t want to kill me—not straight out anyway. Ironically, that gives me time.


    (Time for what, exactly?)


    I don’t know. But I am going to kill the little cunt somehow. I know that much.


    Amy tucked the gun back into her waist and pocketed her phone. She went to the front door, opened it, and her phone rang again. She brought all of her efforts (and thus, all of her attention) on digging her phone back out of her pocket—


    (It was 911 calling back; they’d traced her cell number)


    (It was Domino calling; he was not dead, not dead, not dead)


    —that she did not see the small blue arc of light that touched her neck and crumpled her into a daze. And she certainly did not see the follow-up blow to the back of her head that knocked her out completely.


    • • •


    Amy woke, chin on her chest, groggy, head throbbing. She slowly lifted her chin and opened her eyes. Before her stood Kelly Blaine and Jennifer. Amy immediately went to lunge for them but got nowhere. A quick inspection revealed she was duct-taped to a chair.


    Jennifer laughed at her feeble attempt.


    Amy spit in her direction.


    “Amy…” a male voice said to her left.


    Amy looked left. It was Allan. Heavily taped to a chair just as she was. Next to Allan were Jon and Karen Rogers. They too were in the same bind.


    Kelly clapped both hands together once. “Okay! We’re finally all here. Let’s let the healing begin.”
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    The microwave beeped, and Irene Flannigan retrieved the bag of instant popcorn. She pulled at the corners to open the bag, and steam instantly burned her fingertips. She yelped and dropped the bag on the counter, promptly swatting at it seconds after as though it were a living thing that had nipped her.


    “Every bloody time,” she muttered, now running her fingers under the faucet.


    Caleb appeared in the kitchen after hearing her yelp from the den.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked.


    “Just your screwy neighbor doing the same thing she does every time she makes popcorn, love—burning her fingers.”


    “You okay?”


    Fingers still under the faucet, she smiled over at Caleb with genuine affection. Such a caring boy. She’d met few like him in her seventy years. “I think I’ll live, sweetheart.”


    Caleb smiled and returned to the den with his sister.


    The doorbell rang.


    “Want me to get it?” Carrie called from the den.


    Irene turned off the faucet and started wiping her fingers on a towel as she said: “No—you two stay put.”


    Irene opened the front door. A second door, a screen door, stood between her and every visitor to her home. She never opened the screen door for strangers, and the man standing under the porch light of her front step now was a stranger.


    He was a young man. Tall and skinny and pale with thinning blond hair. He did not, according to Irene, look well.


    The man smiled at Irene, and the effort appeared both disingenuous and painful, as if aggravating sore muscles in his face.


    “Hi,” the young man said.


    “Hello yourself,” Irene said. Her expression was stern. Not buying whatever you’re selling, it said.


    “I’m a friend of Amy Lambert’s. Her meeting is running late, and she wanted to talk to her kids and tell them herself, you know? Tell them she was gonna be late?”


    Irene frowned. “So why didn’t she just call then?”


    The young man started scratching the side of his neck. “Well, she’s been trying to, but she hasn’t been able to get through. We figured something was wrong with your phone, so I told her I’d come over, and we could use my phone, you know? She could talk to them with my phone.”


    The furrows in Irene’s frown etched deeper. “Amy said she tried but couldn’t get through?”


    “Yeah. Are the kids here?”


    “What did you say your name was?” Irene asked.


    The young man scratched his neck again. “I’m a friend of Amy Lambert’s.”


    Carrie appeared at Irene’s side. Irene turned to her. “Carrie, go back in the den.”


    “What’s the password?” Carrie asked the man.


    “The what?”


    “The password. My mother wouldn’t have sent you without giving you the password,” Carrie said.


    The man stopped scratching his neck and now ran a firm hand through his thinning hair. “Oh, she must have forgot to tell me. She had a real sad meeting, you know? She was real sad, so she must have forgot. But it’s okay, it’s okay.”


    Carrie spun towards Irene. “Call the police!”


    The man punched through the screen.


    Carrie screamed.


    The man reached through the hole he’d made with his fist and went to unlock the screen door.


    “Bastard!” Irene yelled and sunk her teeth into his hand.


    The man cried out and punched through the screen with his other hand. He grabbed ahold of Irene’s hair and began slamming her head into the wooden doorframe. A final slam and Irene dropped to the ground.


    The man reached through the screen door again, unlocked it, and ripped it open, the thin metal frame hitting the outside wall with a reverberating clang. He stepped inside, slammed the main door behind him, and caught sight of the two kids scurrying upstairs.


    He immediately started after them, but Irene had come to at his feet. She latched onto his leg and sunk her teeth into his calf. The young man howled in pain and tried shaking her off. He resorted to stomping at her with his free leg. The third stomp knocked her out cold.


    “Fucking biting bitch!” He kicked her unconscious body once in the stomach, pulled his knife, and took off upstairs after the kids.
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    If Amy’s physical strength had equaled that of her rage, she could have torn through the layers of duct tape binding her to the chair. Literally ripping Kelly and Jennifer to pieces soon after was a given. And enjoying the hell out of it all the while fell into the category of the bleedin’ obvious.


    “You look upset, Amy,” Kelly said to her. She lit a cigarette with her black Zippo and drew on it.


    Amy fought with the only weapon at her disposal. She shook her head and offered up a sympathetic little smile. “You know, for a fleeting moment, I was willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, Kelly,” she said.


    Kelly tilted her head, curious. “What do you mean?”


    “Well, at first I worried you would try to one up Monica—I know that’s what this is all about—but then I figured the better player wouldn’t even bother. The better player wouldn’t have to prove anything; she’d know she was better, and she’d be content with that. How wrong I was.”


    Kelly dragged hard on her cigarette. “I do know I’m the better player.”


    Amy snorted. “Clearly, you don’t. I mean, look at you. Christ, you could be Monica’s little sister with all your bullshit you need to prove. You even smoke like her.”


    Kelly stepped forward and stubbed her cigarette out on Amy’s cheek.


    Amy grimaced but refused to cry out.


    Kelly stepped back with a satisfied look and flicked the dead butt at her. “Anything else you want to add?”


    Steadying her breath against the searing pain, Amy calmly managed: “Monica wouldn’t have lost her cool so easily.”


    “Stop antagonizing her!” Karen yelled.


    “Shut the fuck up, Karen,” Amy said. “What, you think she’s going to let you go if you behave?”


    Karen looked away.


    Kelly slowly took her eyes off Amy and strolled toward Karen. “You know, as much as it pains me to admit it, Amy is correct. I simply can’t let you leave here alive. I’m sorry.”


    Jon, pale and weak due to blood loss from his hacked ankle, croaked out: “Why are you doing this to us?”


    Kelly spun toward Jennifer.


    Jennifer grinned and clapped.


    Kelly looked equally enthused. “And there it is,” she said. “It’s like I said: ‘What do you want?’ and ‘why are you doing this?’ are practically guaranteed.”


    Jennifer nodded, still grinning.


    Kelly sidled up to Jon and ran a hand through his sweaty hair. Even gingerly swept his bangs to one side with two fingers to improve his disheveled appearance. He was too weak to resist.


    “How about this, Jon?” Kelly said, still fixing his hair. “How about asking ‘why not you?’ instead? I mean really—why not you?” Kelly chuckled and shook her head. “You know, sometimes I think the cruelest trick God ever pulled was giving people the free will to think they mattered.”


    Now Amy chuckled.


    Kelly looked over at her. “Something funny, Amy?”


    “Kinda, yeah. Now I’m the one who’s pained to agree with you.”


    Kelly gave an amused little bump of the eyebrows. “How so?”


    “Earlier I was lecturing them about how foolish it was to think that life was fair. That there was no cosmic balance in the universe that made you exempt from further tragedy just because you’d already endured it.”


    Kelly left Jon and stood before Amy. “Really? Maybe we’re not so different, you and I.”


    Monica’s dying words to Amy surfaced instantly, stinging like a slap: Maybe we’re not so different after all…


    Amy tasted bile. “Fuck you, you little cunt. Just get on with whatever bullshit you have planned.”


    “Amy…” Allan said.


    Amy turned her head toward him. “What? What, Allan? Are you gonna tell me you’re starting to think like Jon and Karen over there? That life is fair?”


    “No, I’m not. I’m not at all. I just…I guess I just don’t see the need to expedite things, for Christ’s sake.”


    “Oh, I see,” Amy said. “You prefer to drag it out, do you? You’re enjoying this that much?”


    Jennifer laughed. “I kinda like her,” she said to Kelly, gesturing to Amy.


    “Fuck yourself, junkie whore,” Amy said.


    Jennifer appeared momentarily rattled.


    “What, you’re shocked I figured it out?” Amy said. “Christ, you’re a poster child.”


    Now it was Kelly who laughed. Jennifer frowned her way, and Kelly waved an apologetic hand.


    “It’s funny you mention dragging things out, Amy,” Kelly said. “I’ve arranged a little something especially for you, but I’m going to need your full cooperation in order to make it work.”


    “And if I refuse?”


    “Well, then I’m going to have to call Tim—you’ll notice he’s not here—and tell him to kill Irene, Carrie, and Caleb, and then bring their bodies back here for you to identify.”




    42


    Carrie and Caleb rushed into the first bedroom with an open door. Carrie shut and locked the door behind them and ran to the bedroom window.


    “What are you doing?” Caleb asked in a loud whisper.


    “We’ll go out the window,” Carrie whispered back.


    Caleb joined his sister at her side. Looked out the window. “It’s like a million feet!”


    “Where the hell are you, you little shits?” a voice echoed from the hallway. “If you come out now, I promise I won’t hurt you…”


    “We need a phone,” Carrie whispered.


    Brother and sister searched the room. It was a guest room with little else but a bed and accompanying furniture. No phone.


    “Wait, look here,” Carrie said. She was squatting by the base of the bed, pointing to a lonely phone jack.


    They immediately checked the closet in hopes of finding a phone they could plug into the jack. Oddly enough, the only thing the closet contained was a generous supply of Boston Red Sox memorabilia. Irene Flannigan had kept no secret about her love for the team, having first settled down in Boston for a number of years after leaving Ireland before relocating to Pennsylvania. There were Red Sox pennants, shirts, hats, balls, a couple of bats, and then—saints be praised! as Irene might say—an official Boston Red Sox telephone, cheap and plastic and seemingly decades old, but a phone all the same.


    Caleb snatched the phone and handed it over to his sister. They ran it back to the wall jack.


    “We’ve got your mom, you know!” the voice boomed from the hallway.


    Carrie and Caleb instantly locked eyes.


    “If you come out now, I’ll tell them not to hurt her…”


    Carrie started to cry. She put a hand over her mouth to stem the noise. Tears ran down her cheeks.


    “He’s lying,” Caleb whispered. “He’s just trying to find us. Hurry up and plug in the phone.”


    “What if he’s not lying?”


    “Plug in the phone, Carrie!”


    Carrie unwrapped the cord that encircled the plastic phone and plugged it into the wall. Brought the receiver to her ear.


    Caleb didn’t need to ask. The deflated look on his sister’s face told him. Her tears had started up again too, rolling down her cheeks and onto her shirt.


    Caleb snatched the phone from his sister anyway, brought it to his ear and began tapping the small plastic switch hook over and over again like they did in the old movies he watched. It was indeed dead. Maybe had never worked.


    “That Irish bitch downstairs is still alive, you little shits… If you don’t come out, I’ll kill her right here and now, I swear to God!”


    Carrie and Caleb fixed on each other again. The panic in their eyes vibrated.


    Carrie wiped away her tears. “What are we gonna do?”


    Caleb looked at the closet again. Then the bed. Then the bedroom door. He started to take off his shoes.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Take off your shoes,” he said.
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    Blown the plan. He’d blown the fucking plan.


    It was supposed to be simple. Tell the old Irish lady that Amy was running late and she wanted to call and say goodnight. And here, use good old Tim’s phone, because we tried calling your phone, old Irish lady, and we couldn’t get through. The old Irish lady would then no doubt check her phone, Tim would hit the cell jammer in his pocket, and voila! No signal. Then, let’s check good old Tim’s phone, turn off the cell jammer in his pocket, and would you look at that! His phone works. Why don’t we just use that one, yeah? We’ll sort yours out in the morning, old Irish lady. Besides, Mommy wants to say goodnight before it gets too late.


    Simple.


    And if there was any funny business during any of this? Well, Tim was to take care of it. It was the only reason Kelly sent him in the first place. Otherwise, they could have easily called from Allan’s house and avoided all this legwork.


    Problem was, if they did that, then they risked Amy suddenly blurting out during her goodnights that they should call the police or run and get help or who knows what. Such a thing would ruin the final stages of Kelly’s plan (though she hadn’t completely explained to him what those final stages were just yet), and there would be no one there to contain the mess.


    Yup, that’s why she’d sent him. To make sure it ran smoothly and that there was no funny business—but, if there was, to contain the mess.


    Simple.


    Except there was funny business. Lots of it. Now he needed to contain the mess.


    How, though? Call Kelly, tell her what happened, and ask what she thought was the best way to contain it? Probably. Except he feared his failure to carry out the plan would result in her holding out on him. And he was sick. Incessant cold sweats like some malevolent flu. He needed a fix so badly, perhaps as bad as he ever had. It would be so easy if Kelly had just ordered the old Irish lady and the kids dead in the first place. The old Irish lady was out cold downstairs, so she would be a piece of cake. And he was going to find the kids eventually. The cell jammer was on so even if the kids had a cell, it was useless. And as for the landline, he’d taken the phone off the hook in what he assumed was the old Irish lady’s bedroom. So no way were the little shits calling for help in any way whatsoever. He just needed to find them.


    And then what?


    Contain the mess.


    How? He couldn’t think. His craving for dope consumed his every thought, made it impossible to improvise.


    He needed to call her. Call her and hope she had a plan B and that she wouldn’t be too angry and that she would still give him all the dope she promised him because he was pretty sure he’d never felt this sick before and he needed it bad and he was so sorry and it would be so fucking easy if she would just let him kill the fucking kids and the old Irish lady so he could get back to Kelly quickly and get what was his and do up and feel better and—


    A slight bang from the room down the hall froze his rambling mind and spun him on the spot. Knife leading the way, he hurried toward the room down the hall.


    He tried the knob. It was locked. He brought his mouth to the door. “I know you’re in there, you little shits. This is your last chance to come out while I’m still in a good mood.”


    No response.


    “Have it your way, then…I’m gonna kill your fucking mother and make you watch.”


    Tim took a step back and kicked the door with everything he had, the wood edging by the knob cracking and giving, the door flying open with a bang.


    He grinned with success. Grinned wider when he saw two pairs of shoes sticking out from beneath the bed.


    “Gee…” he sang. “I wonder where they could be hid—”


    Eyes on the shoes under the bed, Tim did not see the Boston Red Sox bat fly out from behind the wall and blast him smack between the eyes. The surprise of the blow magnified the impact tenfold—the equivalent of one hell of a sucker punch. Tim dropped instantly, asleep.


    “Carrie, come on out,” Caleb said, panting, Red Sox bat in both hands. “It’s okay, come on out.”


    Carrie emerged from the closet and instantly looked down at the unconscious Tim in the doorway. “Is he dead?”


    “I don’t know.” Caleb put the bat on the bed, bent and retrieved his shoes and put them back on. Carrie immediately followed suit and did the same.


    Finished, Caleb picked the bat up off the bed and held it over his shoulder.


    “We have to get past him,” he said, gesturing to the unconscious man blocking the doorway.


    “What if he wakes up?” Carrie asked.


    “Then I’ll hit him again.”


    Caleb quickly stepped over the unconscious man and into the hallway. He turned back to his sister and waved her on. “Come on,” he whispered.


    Carrie hesitated. She looked down at the man as if he were a decaying bridge she had to cross, fearing it would give out on her.


    Caleb waved her on again. “Come on!” he whispered louder. “Don’t look at him, just come on.”


    Carrie took a step forward, her left foot coming down beside the man’s knee, her right beside his waist. The bridge was sturdy thus far, yet she broke the cardinal rule and looked down all the same.


    The man’s eyes were open.


    She screamed.


    The man reached up and snatched hold of her wrist, yanking her down with one convulsive jerk. Carrie fell on top of him, screeching wildly as she struggled to pull away.


    She did not have to wait long.


    Caleb brought the baseball bat down onto the man’s head once again. The man instantly released his grip on Carrie and brought a feeble hand up to defend himself from the blind assault behind him.


    On all fours, Carrie scurried back into the bedroom and pressed herself up against the furthest wall. Panting and wild-eyed, she watched her little brother bring the bat down again and again, each blow gaining further momentum and impact, the man long since unconscious once more, his legs now doing what Carrie thought to be such an odd thing for an unconscious man to do as they juddered and convulsed rapidly, reminding her of some robot short-circuiting, trying to run even though it lay flat on its back.


    It was Irene who stopped Caleb’s assault. She came up behind the boy, waited for one of Caleb’s swings to clear so she would not catch an inadvertent wallop, and wrapped both arms around him, pinning them at his sides.


    Caleb went berserk. He screamed and yelled and fought Irene’s hold on him, but it was not long before her soothing words in that familiar Irish brogue penetrated his fury and assured him he could stop.


    Caleb dropped the bat, turned in to her, and started to cry.


    Carrie slowly emerged from the bedroom. She ran to Irene and Caleb, and Irene opened her arms, allowing Carrie to join their huddle. Carrie began to cry too.


    The three of them stood there in the hallway for a moment, locked in an embrace, brother and sister sobbing, Irene (now sporting a sizable egg on the right side of her brow) constantly repeating words of comfort as she rubbed their backs and ran alternating hands through their hair.


    When the cell phone in the dead man’s pocket rang, all crying, all nurturing, all everything but the ring of the cell phone stopped.




    44


    “You want me to do what?” Amy said to Kelly even though she’d heard perfectly well.


    “I want you to call your kids and say goodnight,” Kelly said. “Here’s the rub, though: You’re gonna have to play it supercool. No tears, no weird behavior or warnings, just tell ’em you love them and all that crap and that you’ll see them in the morning—which of course you won’t.”


    “Why?”


    “Because you’ll be dead, dummy.”


    Amy gritted her teeth. “No—why the stupid charade with making me call my kids?”


    “Honestly? It sounds fun. How’s that? Nothing profound. I think it would be fun to watch you call your children and pretend to say goodnight when really you’re saying goodbye.” She smiled. “Fun, fun, fun.”


    “Why don’t you just kill me?” Amy asked. “You’ve got me; you won. Monica never came this close.”


    “I am going to kill you.”


    “No, me. Me. Just me.” She then flicked her chin towards Allan and the Rogerses. “Why all the bullshit with them? With the Rolstons?”


    “Well, it’s gotta look like a killing spree, doesn’t it? The Rolstons just seal the deal. That and they were the nearest help. That’s called planning ahead, sister.” She tapped her index finger against her temple and winked.


    “Killing spree?” Amy said.


    “I couldn’t just kill you straight out, Amy. Well, I could, but with my ties to Monica? I’d be brought in for questioning. That stuff takes forever. So annoying.”


    “So then what? You stage a killing spree for two houses, and Amy Lambert just happened to be in one of them? Those are crazy odds, Kelly. You’d still be questioned.”


    “Very true. Unless I’m looking at the spree killer right now.”


    “What?”


    Kelly smiled. “What, you think today’s date escaped me? I’m thinking that on the five-year anniversary of the Crescent Lake Massacre, Amy Lambert finally snapped. What do you think?”


    “I think you’re fucking crazier than I thought. Good luck proving such a thing.”


    Kelly gave a little shrug. “Everyone tied up and dead? The only one who is not happens to be sprawled out on the floor with a single gunshot wound to the head, the weapon in her hand in what looks to be an obvious suicide?” Kelly lit another cigarette. “That’ll be you, by the way.”


    Jennifer laughed.


    “What about your buddy Tim? You said he’s at Irene’s house right now with my kids. That’s one hell of a loose end.”


    “Not if he does as he was told. He’s simply going to pretend to be a friend of yours from group who graciously offered the use of his phone because you couldn’t get through to Irene. He’ll explain that you were going to be staying late and you wanted to say goodnight to your kids. It’s not brain surgery.”


    “Irene will never buy it. She’s too cagey. Tim’s a twitchy junkie who couldn’t sell water to a guy on fire.”


    “You better hope she buys it. Lord knows what a ‘twitchy junkie’ like Tim would do if Irene puts up a fight.”


    Amy chuckled dryly. “This is going to be your downfall, Kelly. You’re reaching too far. This ‘fun’ game of yours with me calling my kids has too many moving parts. If you were smart, you’d kill me quick and be gone.” She chuckled again. “It’s going to blow up right in your fucking face.”


    “You think so, huh?” Kelly stuck her cigarette in her mouth and pulled out her cell phone. She spoke as she dialed, cigarette bouncing between her lips with each word. “Why don’t we just call and see?”


    Finished dialing, Kelly put the phone on speaker and held it to Amy’s mouth. She then took a final deep drag of her cigarette and let the smoke filter out with her words as she said: “I’d make it convincing if I was you.” She exhaled the last of her smoke in Amy’s face and grinned. “Showtime, baby.”
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    The phone continued to ring in the dead man’s pocket.


    “Get back,” Irene Flannigan said to Carrie and Caleb.


    She approached the man as cautiously as she would have if he were still alive. And she supposed it was possible he could be. His head was a bloodied, dented mess, and he’d been convulsing dramatically when she’d come up behind Caleb and stopped his assault, but she’d heard stories of men and women walking away from car wrecks, only to die hours later from extensive injuries.


    But those had been internal injuries, hadn’t they? This man’s head…


    Still, she could not be too careful. Thoughts of his gruesome face springing to life as she rifled through his pockets were constant. She eventually averted her eyes from his face, keeping her focus on the chirping phone buried somewhere in one of his many pockets.


    “Gotcha,” she soon whispered and pulled the cell free.


    It was a flip phone, nothing of the increasingly popular smart phone variety. The message flashing on the small square of the phone’s front read that it was a restricted number.


    Irene flipped the phone open and held it to her ear for a moment before saying anything. She could hear very little on the other end.


    And then a voice she recognized instantly.


    “Hello?” Amy said.


    “Amy?”


    “Irene?”


    “Yes, it’s me, love. Are you all right? I don’t even know where to begin—”


    “Listen, Irene, I can’t talk long. The meeting is about to start again, and I’m going to be running late. Uh, I guess if we’re talking, that means my friend got there okay and you’re using his phone, yeah?”


    Irene glanced over at the dead man. What Amy was saying was impossible. Friend? A man who attempted to kill her children? No chance in hell. Something was very wrong. Instinct told her to play along.


    “Yes, that’s right, love. He’s in the kitchen now with Carrie. She’s making the poor lad draw her a unicorn.”


    A pause.


    Then: “Is she? How did the unicorn turn out?” Amy asked.


    “Well, I think it turned out rather well. I’m not sure your friend would be inclined to agree.”


    Another pause. Then sounds of a slight disturbance on the other end followed by two identical phrases from another woman’s voice spoken back to back, one echoing in the background, the second blaring directly into the phone.


    In the background: “What the fuck is going on?” Into the phone: “What the fuck is going on?!”




    46


    Kelly held the phone up to Amy’s mouth. It rang several times before it was answered. The recipient did not say hello. For a moment, Amy thought they’d been disconnected.


    “Hello?” Amy said.


    “Amy?” It was Irene.


    “Irene?”


    “Yes, it’s me, love. Are you all right? I—”


    Just get it done. Play her stupid game and wow the audience with your performance.


    Just saying goodnight, kids. Mommy won’t be home until late. I love you both very much.


    Pretend to fight back tears. Pretend it’s killing you. Play her stupid fucking game. It’s not over yet. You’re gonna kill this little bitch slow. Somehow, some way, you’re gonna kill her slow.


    “Listen, Irene, I can’t talk long. The meeting is about to start again, and I’m going to be running late. Uh, I guess if we’re talking, that means my friend got there okay and you’re using his phone, yeah?”


    Is that what it meant? Amy wondered. Did Twitchy Tim actually talk his way into Irene’s home without bother? Amy would have wagered everything against such a result. There was more going on here than she knew. There had to be.


    “Yes, that’s right, love,” Irene replied. “He’s in the kitchen now with Carrie. She’s making the poor lad draw her a unicorn.”


    Unicorn.


    It registered almost instantly.


    “Is she?” Amy said. “How did the unicorn turn out?”


    “Well, I think it turned out rather well,” Irene replied. “I’m not sure your friend would be inclined to agree.”


    Amy was not aware of any changes in her face, but clearly something new was there. The subtlest of smirks, most likely. She sure as hell felt like smirking.


    Whatever it was, Kelly saw it. She straightened up and kicked Amy’s chair. “What the fuck is going on?”


    Amy said nothing.


    Kelly brought the phone to her mouth. “What the fuck is going on?!”


    “Excuse me?” Irene’s voice was stern through the speaker phone.


    “Where the hell is Tim?”


    “Was that his name?” Irene said. “He never gave it.”


    Amy succumbed to the smirk.


    “Listen to me, you old Irish cunt—”


    “No—you listen to me. Let Amy go, whoever you are, or—”


    “Or what? What possible leverage do you have over me, lady?” Kelly pulled her gun and jammed the barrel into Amy’s forehead. “Do you know I’m holding a gun to Amy’s head right now?”


    “Amy?” Irene called from the phone’s speaker. “Amy, can you hear me?”


    “I hear you, Irene,” Amy responded, wincing as the barrel dug into her brow.


    “Yes, she hears you,” Kelly said, digging the barrel in harder. “Big fucking deal. I hope you’re smart enough to know that if you call for help, she’s dead, lady. I don’t care if the police kick down the fucking door, it’s more than enough time for me to put a bullet in her head. Are we clear?”


    Silence.


    “Are we clear?”


    “Yes,” Irene finally replied.


    “Good. When I have things arranged on my end, I will let Amy go unharmed, and you will get a call from me as to where you can collect her. But until then, you do not call anyone, and you fucking stay put. Take a good look at Carrie and Caleb there…” A deliberate pause. “Do you really want to explain to them how you got their mother killed because you couldn’t follow simple directions?”


    “No…no, of course not.” Kelly’s last comment sapped the assertiveness from Irene’s voice. She sounded meek now.


    Kelly lowered the gun. “I hope so.”


    “What do you—?”


    Kelly hung up.


    “Told you,” Amy said. “You reached too far, Kelly. Bit off more than you can chew. Eyes were bigger than your stomach.” She looked up. “Wait, I think I’ve got one more…” She then nodded once emphatically and added: “Flew too close to the sun.”


    “Amy,” Allan said.


    “No, it’s okay, Allan,” Kelly said. “She’s being funny. It’s funny.”


    Kelly walked over and stood in front of Allan. “You have kids, right, Allan? Of course you do. I was all over your upstairs. I saw their bedrooms. Where are they tonight?”


    Allan didn’t reply.


    “At a friend’s house?” She then shook her head. “No, it’s a school night. For that we would need someone like a relative, yes?”


    Allan’s eyes twitched.


    Kelly’s sparkled. “That’s it, isn’t it? A relative. But who?”


    Kelly wandered into the kitchen and stopped at the refrigerator. Everyone in the den looked on, the kitchen a mere few feet from their captive spots.


    Kelly began slowly circling her index finger over the ornaments stuck to the fridge. “It really is amazing what a refrigerator can tell you about a family,” she said dreamily, eyes never leaving her search on the fridge.


    Her wandering finger stopped on something. “‘Dad and His Deejays,’” she said, touching the magnet. “Very cute.” Her finger continued exploring. Stopped on something else. “‘Aunt Kat and Her Kittens,’” she said, plucking the magnet from the fridge with one hand and removing the traffic violation beneath with the other. She read the violation and turned to Allan. “‘Disregard for Stop Sign’? I do hope the ‘Deejays’ weren’t with you at the time, Allan. Maybe they were with Aunt Kat? Being ‘kittens’ that day?”


    Kelly wandered back into the den and whispered something to Jennifer. Jennifer disappeared, returned with a roll of duct tape. Began taping everyone’s mouth shut.


    Kelly produced Allan’s phone, showed it to everyone first—nothing up my sleeve!—and then began flipping through its contents, all the while muttering: “K, K, K, K, K—ah! ‘Kat.’” She turned her head towards Allan and smirked. “Aunt Kat, I presume.”


    She hit the number and brought the phone to her ear, waiting with a pleasant calm, casually checking a fingernail and frowning at it before nibbling away the imperfection and spitting it at Allan.


    Someone answered.


    “No, it’s not Allan, Kat,” Kelly said. “I’m a friend of Allan’s. I help run the support group with him… Right… He’s tied up with a few guests at the moment, and he asked me to call and see if Aunt Kat wouldn’t mind bringing her Kittens back to Dad. Turns out he had a pretty rough session tonight and he’s missing his Deejays.” She winked at Allan.


    Allan went insane. He fought his binds until his chair fell over. Kelly squatted next to him in his upturned chair and stroked his brow as she continued her conversation.


    “Uh huh…what’s that? You did? Well, that’s weird. Oh well, you’ve got us now.” She chuckled affectionately at something Kat said and then replied: “You sure you don’t mind? Great. See you soon.” She hung up, tapped Allan on the head, and pointed at Amy. “Blame her,” she said.


    Kelly then got into Amy’s face. “Got any more jokes, Amy? How about the one with the girl who got a widower’s sister and kids killed for no good reason other than being a smartass?”
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    Kat hung up. “Guess who that was?”


    Both girls said “Who?” simultaneously.


    “That was your daddy. Actually, a friend of your daddy’s. He says he misses you guys and wants you to come home. Is that okay?”


    Both girls nodded and smiled.


    Kat smiled back. “Well, then get your stuff and let’s get going, Kittens.”




    48


    Kelly handed Allan’s machete to Jennifer, turned back, and faced the group.


    “We’re going to be having some new members joining our group soon,” Kelly said. “So we’ll need to make room.”


    She began walking down the line of chairs, stopping before each captive to address them personally. “Amy? Since it was your wit that prompted me to invite our new guests, you can stay.”


    Amy tried yelling something through the duct tape over her mouth. Kelly smiled, patted her head, and casually moved down the line to Allan, whom Jennifer had since sat back upright in his chair.


    “Allan? Since our new guests know you so well and will likely feel more comfortable in your company, you can stay too.”


    Allan too attempted to yell something through his tape.


    Kelly shook her head, pursed her lips, and gave a silly little frown. She glanced back at Jennifer. “You think they’d be grateful.”


    A laughing, grinning machine not thirty minutes ago, Jennifer now accommodated Kelly’s wit with a pained smile. She was sweating. Her complexion was growing paler by the minute.


    Kelly acknowledged her need with an understanding little nod. She held up a finger. Soon, the finger said.


    Kelly moved down the line. Stopped between Jon and Karen.


    “That leaves you two, I guess. Logic would say I get rid of Karen because Jon here is all but useless. Except his constant moaning is annoying the hell out of me. Putting him down would be a mercy killing for him and my ears.” She glanced over at Allan. “Maybe I let Allan choose. After all, they’re his guests. What do you say, Allan?”


    She walked over and tore off his duct tape. He did not wince from the sting, just began pleading instantly.


    “Please, just please listen to me…please call my sister back and tell them to turn around. I will do absolutely anything you want, just please call them back. PLEASE.”


    “You’ll do anything I want?”


    “Yes—yes, absolutely.”


    “Choose then.”


    He let out an exasperated little cry. “Okay! Okay fine, I’ll choose! But you have to call first. Call first and then I’ll choose.”


    “Here’s the problem with that though, Allan,” Kelly said. “If I call them back and tell them not to come, then we won’t need the extra room, and then choosing won’t be necessary.”


    “Fine!” Allan blurted. “That’s fine!”


    “I don’t think that’s fine. I don’t think that’s fine at all. If we do that, then Amy here wouldn’t have learned her lesson. This is all her fault, after all. The reason your sister and kids are coming over is because of Amy. So, you might want to start directing your anger a little more her way and a little less my way, don’tcha think?” She now got nose to nose with Allan and enunciated the next part slowly and clearly: “You’re…going to watch…your little girls die… because of Amy Lambert’s…big fucking mouth.”


    Tears started down Allan’s cheeks. “Please…”


    “Choose.”


    Allan said nothing.


    Kelly stood upright. “How the hell are you even conflicted? You have a chance to save your children by sacrificing one of those two—” She flicked a dismissive hand towards the Rogerses.


    Sacrificing.


    (“The thing about pawns, Allan, is that their low piece value allows you to sacrifice them relatively easily in order to gain a stronger position overall.”)


    Nothing easy about this.


    (She’s right, though. It’s Kat and the girls. How are you even conflicted?)


    Because I don’t trust her.


    (What choice do you have?)


    We’re pawns. We’re here to be sacrificed so that Kelly may gain a stronger position over Amy, remember?


    (Except now she’s allowing you to play. So play and be ruthless. Living in the here and now—you don’t get to just turn it off and on as you please, pal. Choose one. Sacrifice one of the pawns. It may just give you a stronger position over her.)


    “Time, she’s a-wasting, Allan. Better choose soon, or Kat and the Kittens will be here any minute—”


    “I choose Jon,” Allan said.


    “No!” Karen cried.


    Kelly took a step back. “Really? Why Jon?”


    “Who gives a shit why? I chose. Call my sister.”


    “Well, we have to carry it out first,” Kelly said.


    “Bullshit! I chose like you wanted. Now call my fucking sister and tell them to go back!”


    “Please don’t,” Karen sobbed.


    Allan looked down the line of chairs toward Karen. He was amazed he was able to make eye contact with her. “Karen, I’m so, so sorry. He would want the same thing. Jon? Jon?”


    Jon slowly lifted his head. He was no longer moaning or grimacing. The continuous pain and blood loss now made him look drugged. Face sluggish and pale and coated in a slick sheen of sweat, he struggled to keep his head from lolling to one side.


    “Jon, right?” Allan said. “You’d sacrifice your life for Karen’s? You’d do that, right? Jon?”


    Jon nodded once before his head dropped. To Allan, it looked as if he’d fallen asleep.


    “No…” Karen continued to sob.


    “Well, I guess chivalry isn’t dead,” Kelly said. “Very noble of you, Jon.”


    Kelly whispered something into Jennifer’s ear. Jennifer nodded and lunged forward with the machete, burying it in Karen’s forehead. She then let go of the handle and took a step back, the machete staying put, standing to attention like an odd horn. Only this wasn’t the oddest thing. The oddest thing was that Karen was still alive. Odder still, she began to giggle. Blood running down both sides of her face, eyes fluttering rapidly like some type of nervous tic, she actually started giggling.


    “I think…I think something’s wrong,” Karen said and giggled again, eyes still fluttering. “I think something’s wrong,” she repeated. “Jon? I think something’s wrong.”


    Jon said nothing. He couldn’t—as Allan had guessed, he had passed out moments prior.


    Kelly whispered something to Jennifer again, and again Jennifer nodded back and approached Karen.


    Karen actually greeted Jennifer with a smile. “Hi,” she said to her. “I think something’s wrong—”


    Jennifer yanked the machete free from Karen’s head. Karen’s bizarre chatter stopped instantly. Her fluttering eyes rolled back until only the whites showed. Her head dropped forward a second later. Blood immediately began soaking her front. A few of her fingers twitched.


    When Jennifer returned to Kelly’s side, Kelly looked at her and said: “Good for you—” She then gestured to Jon. “I couldn’t even get that one’s ankle off. Gotta join a gym or something.”


    “What the fuck was that?” Allan asked. It came out as barely a whisper.


    “What was what?” Kelly asked.


    “I chose Jon. You know I chose Jon.” His voice started to rise.


    Kelly’s reply was dreamy, as though replying to Allan while thinking about something else. “Yeah…”


    “So then why did you kill Karen?!”


    Kelly brought her full attention back to Allan and gave a bored little shrug. “I don’t know.”


    “You wasted all that time having me choose!”


    Kelly nodded. “I guess I did, yeah.”


    “Call them!” Allan screamed. “I did what you wanted, and I chose, NOW CALL MY FUCKING SISTER!”


    Kelly shook her head. “I don’t know…you may be right—we wasted too much time choosing.”


    “What?!”


    “They’re probably going to be here any minute. I mean, what would I even say? ‘Allan changed his mind and doesn’t want to see his kids after all’? Kinda makes you look like a jerk.”


    “No no no no no no no no…”


    “Yeah, you’d look like a total jerk. Your sister would have to turn around and head all the way back home. Your kids would be sad, asking things like, ‘Why doesn’t Daddy want to see us?’ Total jerk. I’d actually be doing you a favor if I didn’t call.”


    “NO! You call them! You call them now!!!”


    Kelly maneuvered behind Allan and tore off a piece of duct tape.


    His head whipped over his shoulder toward her. “I’M GONNA FUCKING KILL YOU, YOU FUCKING LITTLE CUNT! I SWEAR TO GOD, I’M GONNA FUCKING KILL—”


    She taped his mouth shut. Walked back and faced him again. Allan continued to scream through the tape, his face purple, eyes bulging, snot flying.


    Kelly brandished Allan’s cell and then promptly stuffed it back into her pocket again. “Now you’re not a jerk,” she said. “You’re welcome.”
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    Amy tried speaking through her tape, her efforts so incessant that Kelly could no longer ignore them. She huffed and tore off Amy’s tape.


    “Yes, Amy?” Kelly spoke with the tone and manner of a parent finally addressing a nagging child.


    “You’re reaching too far again, Kelly. What’s your plan now? You can’t use me as the killer anymore—after what happened with Tim and Irene and my kids, you’d never be able to sell it.”


    “And your point is?” Kelly said.


    “My point is actually for Jennifer.”


    Jennifer, sweating and slightly shaking now from withdrawal, said: “Huh?”


    Amy locked eyes with her. “Think about it for a minute, Jennifer. Kelly here needs a plan B she can sell. Tim’s already gone. Where do you think that leaves you?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You know what a patsy is, Jennifer?”


    “No.”


    “Don’t listen to her,” Kelly said.


    “A patsy is someone who is easily manipulated and taken advantage of. Someone to blame for something. Two addicts like you and Tim? Do the math.”


    Jennifer glanced over at Kelly.


    Kelly closed her eyes and calmly shook her head. “Don’t listen to her,” she said again.


    “Hell, I’d be shocked if Kelly had intended for you and Tim to survive the night even if the plot worked out the way she’d planned,” Amy said.


    “That’s not true,” Jennifer said. “We made a deal.”


    “That’s right, you did,” Kelly said. “I intend to honor it.”


    Amy laughed. “What was the deal, Jennifer? Do as she says and you’ll get all the heroin in the world? Let me ask you something: If you and Tim were to go missing, would anyone notice?”


    Kelly raised the gun on Amy. “Shut up.”


    Amy continued, undeterred. “Someone who is easily manipulated,” she said again. “Your addiction checks off that box, Jennifer. All we have to do now is wait and see if plan B includes blaming you for anything.”


    Kelly pressed the gun barrel against Amy’s forehead. “I said shut up.”


    Amy’s eyes stayed on Jennifer as she said: “If it weren’t true, she wouldn’t be getting so agitated now, would she, Jennifer?”


    Gun still pressed to Amy’s head, Kelly glanced back at Jennifer. “Don’t listen to her. She’s just trying to mind-fuck you.”


    Jennifer rubbed a hand vigorously up and down the arm holding the machete as if trying to warm herself even though such an assumption contradicted her incessant sweating. She was also shaking considerably now. “What is plan B?” she asked Kelly.


    “You’re going to get what I promised you,” was all Kelly said.


    “I need a hit,” Jennifer said.


    “She’ll hold out on you until you do as she says,” Amy said. “Makes it easier to manipulate you, Patsy—I mean Jennifer.”


    Kelly dug the barrel into Amy’s head and glared at her. “I would really, really consider shutting the fuck up.” She then pulled the gun away with one demonstrative gesture, twirled on the spot and addressed everyone: “Okay! Plan B? Everyone wants to know what plan B is, yes?” There was an exasperated condescension in her tone and theatrics. She maneuvered behind Amy and taped her mouth shut once again. Then, looking at Jennifer: “Wait here.”


    “I need a hit,” Jennifer said again.


    Kelly’s flared nostrils betrayed her patient smile. “If you just wait here and keep an eye on them, I will set you up for life, Jennifer. You will never have to go on the street for it again.”


    Amy mumbled something into her tape. Jennifer looked at her as if she not only understood what Amy had just mumbled, but was also considering it.


    “Jennifer?” Kelly said. “Who are you going to believe? A woman who will say anything to save her life, or someone who has already shown you kindness and supplied you with the purest dope you’ve ever had? The purest dope that will be all yours when the night is done? Tim’s gone now, remember? All yours.”


    Jennifer started to nod, slow and tentative at first, and then soon faster and with more assertiveness, the sickness, her debilitating need overriding all else. “Okay,” she said. “Okay.”


    “Thank you.” Kelly left the den.


    The mudroom door leading into the garage could be heard opening and slamming shut in the distance. Echoes of clanging and banging inside the garage. Sounds of the mudroom door opening and slamming shut in the distance again.


    Kelly appeared holding a can of gasoline. She raised it for all to see.


    “Plan B,” she said.
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    Kelly began sprinkling gasoline all throughout the den, talking as she did so.


    “It has been my experience that fire is one of the true constants you can rely on in this world. I’m actually a little ashamed it took me this long to consider it for plan B.”


    She stopped speaking just then and intentionally sprinkled a generous amount of gasoline at the feet of Allan and Amy, winked at them, and then carried right on speaking while attending to the rest of the den.


    “People consider forest fires a tragedy. They try to stop them. But forest fires are, in fact, nature’s way of cleansing the earth. Even the Native Americans knew that. They did not try to fight the fires that occurred for centuries in dry habitats, but instead let them run their course. They knew how beneficial they could be in cleansing the environment.”


    When the can was empty, she set it on the floor and removed her black Zippo. “I guess you can say that’s what I’m doing here,” she said. “Cleansing the environment. Creating my own little forest fire, if you will. All traces of you and your home will be gone, but in time, a new house, a new family will appear. It’s kinda cool when you think about it.”


    Kelly lit a cigarette with the Zippo, snapped it shut, and took a deep drag on it to ensure the tip glowed strong. She exhaled with a grin, looked at Jennifer, said, “Watch this,” and then flicked the lit butt into an area of the den she’d sprinkled heavily.


    Everyone’s eyes, including Jennifer’s, bulged in horror as they tracked the path of the cigarette to the floor where it landed and sat smoldering and harmless.


    No fire.


    There was a unanimous sigh of relief from the three, Allan and Amy from their nostrils, Jennifer from her mouth.


    Kelly laughed and lit another cigarette. “Big myth,” she said. “You see it a lot in movies, but the truth is, cigarettes don’t burn hot enough to ignite gas vapors.”


    All eyes went back on the cigarette as though needing more confirmation despite the experiment they’d just witnessed. The cigarette still smoldered harmlessly on the floor.


    “A match, on the other hand…” Kelly handed Jennifer the Zippo, stuck the cigarette between her lips, and pulled out a pack of matches. She lit one and flicked it into Amy’s lap.


    Amy screamed into her gag, the single paper match flickering on her lap.


    Kelly laughed and retrieved the match. Blew it out, went to toss it, and then hesitated.


    “Wait,” she said. “The embers on a match still burn pretty good after you blow them out. I wonder if a recently burnt match would fail to burn hot enough to ignite our party like its friend the cigarette. I want to wait until Allan’s sister and his Deejays arrive, but it’s too damn tempting not to try right now.” She glanced over at Jennifer. “If it gets too bad, we can always put it out, right?”


    Jennifer nodded back without smiling. Her agreeability at this stage was simply to advance things as quickly as possible. To placate the god who would soon take her away and make it all better.


    Kelly took a final drag of her cigarette, tossed it (once again, all eyes followed its path with dreadful anticipation, prior display be damned), and then lit a second match. She brought the burning match right before the tip of Amy’s nose.


    Amy turned her head and shut her eyes.


    “Make a wish,” Kelly said, blew the match out, and dropped it into the puddle of gasoline at Amy’s feet.


    Nothing happened.


    “Poop,” Kelly said.


    Amy’s head whipped back and dropped down, frantic eyes on the now lifeless match at her feet. Her exhale of relief was so strong her torso appeared to shrink.


    “Shall we try again?” Kelly asked. “What about you, Allan? You wanna try one?”


    Allan screamed muffled hate into his gag.


    “Fine…” she said with mock hurt. “I guess we’ll have to wait until our guests arrive.”


    The doorbell rang.


    Allan’s eyes stretched impossibly wide, rage dilating his pupils demon-like, his muffled tirade into his gag a muzzled dog’s.


    “Now that’s what I call right on cue,” Kelly said with great delight.


    She left to answer the door.


    • • •


    Kelly put on an unassuming face before opening the front door. Her goal was to greet with courtesy and respect, but little enthusiasm; she was playing a member of a grief session, not a host to a party.


    She opened the door and found herself staring into the barrel of a pistol; behind the barrel were the half-crazed eyes of Kevin Lane.


    “Evening, Kelly,” Kevin said and rammed his fist deep into her stomach, crumpling her instantly.
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    Earlier


    Parked on a rural side road some fifty yards away from Allan Brown’s residence sat Kevin Lane’s battered Oldsmobile. Kevin Lane was not inside. What was inside—in the glove compartment, to be exact—was a piece of paper spotted with dried blood. On the paper was a message that initially looked to Kevin as if it had been written by two different people.


    The meat of the message was perfectly legible. And that made sense; the man who’d written it had been very much intact.


    The slices of text holding that meat together were a different story. The script was nearly illegible. And sadly, this too made sense to Kevin; the man who’d written those had been moments away from death.


    The note read:


    save amy


    ALLAN BROWN


    125 HENKEL ROAD


    WESTMORE


    kelly blaine did it



    The conflicting emotions Kevin Lane had faced while standing in a dead man’s home (with two other dead men to boot) were not gentle as they flew at him. They’d crashed into him, each with its own justification.


    Domino is dead. Call 911.


    He’s dead. He can’t be saved. If you call 911, the police will get involved.


    If the police get involved, you lose any chance at getting your hands on Kelly. She could slip away again.


    But I have proof! Domino managed to scribble this note just before he died. How could the police ignore that?


    Do you want to take that chance? See her somehow walk yet again? See her glance your way before she’s out the proverbial door with that faint, almost imperceptible smirk of hers? Implying that she once again, for the umpteenth time, fucked you right in the ass?


    No. No, I surely don’t.


    This note, this address, it’s everything you’ve been waiting for. You happening upon it was no coincidence. You’ve been given a final chance. Use it.


    It came at the expense of a great man’s life.


    So then do him proud. Use it. Save Amy and bring the devil’s child down.


    Yes. Yes, I’ll bring her down. I’ll bring her down and prove to the world that she IS the fucking devil’s child. Yes. YES.


    And so Kevin Lane had become a vigilante. Taking a gun with him. Speeding toward Allan Brown’s home. Parking fifty yards away so he could make the rest of the way on foot undetected. Carefully navigating the perimeter of Allan’s home until he found a window with a curtain that wasn’t drawn. A window adjacent to the patio around back that just happened to give a decent view into the den and the horrific goings on therein, giving him once again the conflicting emotions of both anxiety for the captives (two of them looked dead) and exultation for the opportunity to right the wrong that had consumed his every waking moment for the past several years.


    And the wrong was there. Holding court. Not the blameless victim with the faintest of smirks he was used to, even as far back as Stratton Grove when Kelly Blaine was still a kid, but large and in charge, despite her diminutive stature. Parading about with a cool, confident smile, sometimes even a grin (he never thought he’d see the day, wondered whether she even had teeth) as she tormented the people before her, one of them Amy Lambert. The Amy Lambert.


    And who was the girl standing next to Kelly? The one holding a…a machete? What role did she play? She was assuredly an addict; years of working with troubled youths had allowed Kevin to spot an addict as easily as the average person spotted a redhead.


    It quickly made sense. Kelly had employed the help of a junkie to assist her, plying the girl with drugs to do Kelly’s bidding. Her bidding for what, though, was what Kevin wanted to know. What was Kelly’s end game?


    Or did he want to know?


    Did the specifics of whatever sick plan she’d concocted really matter? It would all become irrelevant anyway once he got his hands on her. And he would get his hands on her. Finally.


    But how?


    He’d brought a gun with him. Start shooting through the window?


    No. Absurd. Though he was donning the hat of the vigilante tonight, he was still a counselor by trade; he’d probably end up shooting the hostages as often as he shot Kelly and her helper, if he managed to hit Kelly and her helper at all.


    He would need to get close. Did, in fact, want to get close. How often had he fantasized about wrapping his hands around Kelly’s little neck and squeezing for all he was worth? To watch the very life drain from her black eyes with each passing second, with each tightening squeeze. Call him a would-be cold-blooded murderer all you wanted, but in Kevin Lane’s eyes, he was ridding the world of evil. No different than an angel striking down a demon.


    Whichever method he chose to enter the home and take Kelly and her assistant down, it had to be soon; a second, careful reconnaissance along the perimeter of Allan Brown’s home gave him a second window with a decent view into the den, this one at the front of the house, facing the captives.


    And it was at this view that he noted the exceptional amount of blood on one of the captives he’d presumed dead. That one, a woman, was definitely gone. He was sure of it. The other, a man, looked equally gone, though he spotted no blood on him. Unconscious maybe? Who cared? Either way, his next move had to be soon, or Amy Lambert and the man next to her whom he assumed was Allan Brown would quickly join the other two captives in their tragic condition.


    Kevin Lane backed away from the window, popped the clip on his pistol to check the ammo, and then rammed it back in with an exceptionally satisfying click: the sound of justice ready to be had.


    Until headlights approaching in the distance forced justice to wait.


    • • •


    For the second time that day, Jamie and Janine Brown heard the F-word from a family member.


    First from Dad when a car blew a stop sign at an intersection and nearly T-boned them this morning. And now from Aunt Kat when, just as she went to turn in to her brother’s driveway, a man leapt smack in front of her car, both hands on the hood, demanding she stop.


    “What the fuck?”


    No giggling from the girls in the back seat as they’d done with their father this morning; they were too shaken by what appeared to be a lunatic now hollering through Kat’s driver’s-side window, telling them they needed to leave.


    Kat reached into her glove compartment, pulled out a can of Mace, cracked her window an inch, and aimed the can directly at the man. “You back off right now, or you’re getting a face full of pain, buddy!”


    The man raised both hands in surrender. “Please, listen to me,” he said.


    “You’ve got three seconds,” Kat said. “Then I’m spraying you and calling the police.”


    “Good!” the man cried. “I want you to call the police! But not just yet.”


    “One…” Kat said.


    “Please, listen to me—”


    “Two…”


    “My name is Kevin Lane. Inside that house is a serial killer named Kelly Blaine. She’s holding the people inside hostage. She’s already killed one of them.”


    Kat lowered her can of Mace. A fan of The Joan Parsons Show, she remembered the episode featuring Kelly Blaine and Kevin Lane well. And now, despite the dark, despite her panic, she recognized the man by her driver’s-side window as indeed the Kevin Lane.


    This did not stop her from being ready to spray him full blast in the face at any moment, however. She remembered Kevin Lane looking unstable on The Joan Parsons Show. He looked more so now. And if the allegations Kelly Blaine had proclaimed about Kevin Lane on that show were true—a sex offender—then she was taking zero chance with her Kittens in back.


    “You better talk fast and convincingly, pal,” Kat said to him.


    • • •


    Driving away from her brother’s house, Kat pulled out her cell phone. The man had begged her to wait thirty minutes before calling the police. Claimed that she would be putting her brother’s and everyone else’s life inside in mortal danger if she called any sooner. Told her—no, begged her yet again—to let him take care of things first, that he was the only one capable of doing so.


    And it was the begging that made Kat disobey. It reeked of desperation.


    It had been a year, but Kat remembered the show well enough. Remembered the rage in Kevin Lane’s eyes when he spoke to Kelly Blaine via remote camera. Despite his claims, Kat’s gut told her this man was harboring an ulterior motive that had long since jettisoned rational action. In its place, at the expense of everything else, was good old-fashioned revenge. Revenge that could cost her brother his life.


    No way was she taking that chance. She called the police right away.




    52


    Kevin Lane bent over a writhing Kelly Blaine and checked her for weapons. He found her gun and tucked it into the waistband behind his back.


    “Got anything else I should know about, Miss Blaine?” he asked and promptly kicked her in the gut, what little air she’d recovered from his initial blow whooshing out of her again.


    He found nothing more after a second pat-down, snatched a good handful of her long dark hair, and began dragging her into the den by the scalp.


    • • •


    “Kelly?” Jennifer called from the den.


    Direct line of sight from the den into the foyer was impossible no matter where you stood. The distance was too great, the angles too sharp. But Amy believed this was not the reason Jennifer called out. She did not even believe Jennifer called for Kelly because she was taking a while to reappear. No, Amy believed Jennifer called out because the distinctive bass of a male’s voice from the foyer was clearly audible to all, and last everyone checked, one woman and two little girls were the only ones slated to arrive.


    “Kelly?” Jennifer called again.


    A man appeared in the den. Gaunt and unshaven, eyes red from lack of sleep and possibly sanity, he was still recognizable as Kevin Lane. In his left hand was a gun pointed directly at Jennifer. In his right hand was Kelly Blaine, dangling by a fistful of hair, her face contorting from both the pressure on her scalp and what Amy was sure were injuries Kevin had inflicted on her in the foyer.


    “Drop the machete,” Kevin said.


    “Who are you?” Jennifer asked.


    Kevin thrust the gun forward. “Drop the machete or I will kill you here and now.”


    Jennifer dropped it.


    Kevin’s nose wrinkled as he began sniffing loudly, head going all over the den. “What the hell is—is that gas?”


    Both Amy and Allan nodded quickly.


    “Jesus Christ,” Kevin said. He jerked Kelly’s head upwards. “You and fire…” He shook his head and chuckled. “Crazy fucking pyro.”


    He’s loving this, Amy thought. Please don’t milk it. Please don’t make the same-exact-fucking-mistake Kelly made—thankfully—and start playing with your dinner. Kill it quick and eat it. Please just kill it quick before it bites back.


    Amy tried yelling through her gag to bring Kevin’s attention back to priorities.


    (And those priorities are?)


    Nevertheless, it did the trick. “Untie them,” he said to Jennifer, gesturing toward Amy and Allan with the gun.


    Jennifer balked.


    Kevin thrust the gun forward again. “I’m doing you a favor by keeping you alive, whoever the hell you are. You can either do as you’re told, or I can kill you right now, and I can untie them myself.”


    Jennifer walked toward Amy and removed the tape over her mouth.


    “You okay?” Kevin asked.


    “I’m okay,” Amy said.


    “You’re Amy Lambert, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    Allan screamed through his gag. It was not a scream demanding his gag be removed next, but a warning scream, his eyes wide and wild and fixed on Jennifer who had subtly moved away a step while Kevin’s attention was on Amy. In Jennifer’s hand was Kelly’s black Zippo lighter, little black lid open with its windproof flame burning tall for all to see.


    Again, Kevin thrust the gun forward. “You put that away, girl, you hear me?”


    “Put the gun down or I’ll drop it,” Jennifer said. The hand with the Zippo was shaking badly. Withdrawal coupled with adrenaline.


    “Put it away now.”


    “You shoot me, and I’ll drop it. It’ll stay lit, and the whole room will go up.” Her shaking increased.


    Oh God, she’s going to drop it by accident.


    Kevin sneered. “I’m only going to tell you one more—”


    “Jennifer,” Amy cut in. “Jennifer, listen to me. Kelly would have killed you no matter what happened here tonight. Do you really think she wanted any loose ends? You mean nothing to her. Please, put the lighter away—”


    “I don’t care about her!” Jennifer yelled. “I just want to leave!”


    “Okay,” Amy said. “Okay, then leave.”


    “What?” Kevin said. “She’s an accomplice to—”


    “Shut up!” Amy yelled. She turned her attention back to Jennifer, her tone calm and soothing again. “You can go, Jennifer. No one’s going to follow you. I promise. Just please put the lighter away first.”


    Her whole body was shaking now. Her sweating profuse, skin a sickly white. “You won’t follow me?” she asked.


    “No, no we won’t. You have my word. All you have to do is put the lighter away and leave. That’s it. Okay? Jennifer? That’s it. Just put the lighter away and leave.”


    “You promise?”


    “I promise on the lives of my children,” Amy said.


    Jennifer started nodding. “Okay…okay.”


    She went to close the Zippo, and Amy’s greatest fear became real.


    Jennifer’s sweaty and shaky hands fumbled with the lighter, lost hold of it, clumsily batted it from one hand to the other in a desperate attempt to snatch it back, and then ultimately failed as the open Zippo hit the gasoline-soaked rug.


    Fire consumed the den almost instantly.
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    Jennifer turned and ran. Kevin Lane fired shots after her and missed.


    “Untie us!” Amy screamed.


    Kevin, still gripping Kelly Blaine by the scalp, dragged her with him towards the row of chairs, his gun arm draped across his brow, shielding himself from the growing flames all around them.


    He tore furiously at Amy’s tape.


    “Do Allan!” Amy cried. “Do Allan first! He’s stronger! He can help!”


    Kevin instantly obeyed and began ripping Allan free. The flames at Allan’s feet from where Kelly had intentionally sprinkled gasoline burned Kevin as he worked on freeing Allan’s ankles, causing him to curse and cry out and release his hold on Kelly so he could maneuver behind Allan, tilt his chair, and drag him back to a better spot to finish the job.


    And Kelly made a run for it.


    Kevin spun toward her fleeing shape through the smoke and flames. “NO!” He fired two shots after her, missed, and then immediately gave chase.


    “What the fuck are you doing?!” Allan yelled. “Get back here!”




    54


    Officers Dixon and Lawler pulled their cruiser into Allan Brown’s driveway, quite honestly—as they would later say to all who asked—not knowing what to expect. They’d received a call from a woman claiming to be Mr. Brown’s sister. She’d claimed she was on her way to her brother’s house to drop off his daughters when a man by the name of Kevin Lane literally stopped her and told her to turn around. Mr. Lane had claimed Kelly Blaine was inside the house with several hostages, one of them dead.


    Both officers were quite familiar with Kevin Lane and his erratic antics over the years when it came to Kelly Blaine. And it was for this reason that they pulled up to Allan Brown’s house not only clueless about what to expect, but also with their caution tanks fairly low. Lane was nothing but a nutty blowhard as far as they were concerned. They’d even volleyed lighthearted guesses back and forth to one another en route to the Brown home as to what was waiting for them:


    “Kelly Blaine is probably a friend of Allan Brown’s. Probably in there having a dinner party.”


    Laughter.


    “Probably right. Lane parked down the street and has probably been peeping in on them the whole night, waiting to see if she butchers the guests.”


    More laughter.


    “Dude’s got a serious hard-on for that girl.”


    “Well, that was the whole thing, wasn’t it? Dude was supposedly fondling her back when she was a kid at the youth ranch where he worked.”


    “Plus a few other girls.”


    “Sick fuck. Think we can find a reason to lock him up tonight?”


    “Sounds good to me.”



    What Officers Dixon and Lawler found that night instead—or so they thought—was a reason to shoot Kevin Lane stone dead.


    When they rolled up Allan Brown’s driveway and saw the raging blaze in the den clear as could be in contrast with the dark of night, saw Kelly Blaine burst out the front door, running toward their cruiser, screaming for help, saw Kevin Lane appearing in the doorway seconds later wielding a gun and firing after her, Officers Dixon and Lawler drew their own weapons and blew Kevin Lane away.


    • • •


    Kelly Blaine collapsed into Officer Dixon’s arms.


    “Help them!” she sobbed. “They’re still inside! Please help them!”


    Officer Dixon held her at arm’s length, looked her up and down. “Are you all right?”


    “YES!” Kelly cried. “Just please, help them!”


    Dixon and Lawler dashed for the house.


    When they disappeared inside, Kelly dashed too.
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    Officers Dixon and Lawler finished helping Allan with Amy’s binds. There was no time to work on Karen’s or Jon’s; the fire’s strength was growing stronger by the second. Dixon and Allan lifted Jon’s chair with him in it and, braving the flames, staggered toward the sliding glass door at the back of the den. Lawler and Amy did the same with Karen, chair and all, toward the sliding glass door.


    Dixon set his end of Jon down and went for the sliding glass door’s lock. He struggled with it.


    “Just break the fucking thing!” Allan yelled.


    Dixon drew his gun, took a step back and fired multiple shots into the door. The glass did not shatter; it produced a giant spider web pattern, endless cracks from top to bottom. Dixon kicked at the glass, and it broke free in chunks. Allan immediately helped him, the two clearing a hole sizable enough for them to snake everyone through.


    Again hoisting chairs and bodies as one, they carried Karen and Jon Rogers through the hole in the sliding glass door and onto Allan’s back porch.


    Lawler urged Amy to set Karen down. Amy obliged. Lawler immediately inspected Karen’s head wound, aided by the light of the blazing fire inside.


    “Jesus Christ,” he said. He checked her pulse, dropped his head, and muttered: “She’s gone.”


    Dixon told Allan to set Jon down. He did.


    Lawler left Karen and checked Jon’s pulse, looked up at Dixon, and said: “We got a pulse on this one.”


    Dixon nodded, pulled out his radio, and called for assistance.


    Lawler turned to Allan. “Kevin Lane do this?”


    Allan, hands on his knees, panting, looked up at Lawler with wide, dumbfounded eyes. “What?”


    “Did Kevin Lane do this?” Lawler asked again.


    Amy, equally bent over with hands on knees, stood up and yelled: “KELLY FUCKING BLAINE DID THIS!”


    Lawler and Dixon exchanged a look. Ohhh shit, that look said.




    56


    Irene Flannigan’s doorbell rang.


    The three of them close together in the den, waiting with excruciating patience for Amy Lambert’s captor to phone back with further instructions (cherry on top a dead man decomposing upstairs), Irene, Carrie, and Caleb twitched and sat up like dogs’ ears when the door’s bell chimed.


    “You think that’s the police?” Caleb asked.


    “They told us we weren’t allowed to call the police, didn’t they?” Carrie said to Irene.


    Irene didn’t answer, just said: “You two stay put, got it? Stay right here.”


    Both kids nodded.


    Irene snatched a butcher knife from the kitchen and went to the front door. Unlocked the bolt, left the chain on, and opened the door a few inches, as far as the chain would allow, the screen door behind it as mangled as ever.


    In the glow of the porch light, a small young lady with long dark hair and dark eyes greeted Irene with a concerned smile. “Irene Flannigan?”


    After what they’d just endured, courtesy was something Irene was fresh out of. “And just who the hell might you be then?”


    The young lady spoke quickly and with what appeared to be great anxiety. “I was with Amy Lambert this evening. We planned an escape together. She told me that if I managed to get away and she didn’t, would I please come to this address and take you and her kids to someone named Domino Taylor and tell him everything. She said he would know what to do.”


    “She mentioned Domino, did she?” Irene asked. Mentioning Domino was something, but Irene’s tone was not without skepticism.


    “That’s right,” the young lady said.


    “I see,” Irene said. “And the password Amy gave you would be?”


    The young lady did not respond straight away, only stared at Irene for a moment as if she misunderstood the question.


    Irene tightened her grip on the knife at her side. Readied herself to slam the door shut and bolt it in an instant. “You’ve got three seconds to—”


    “Unicorn,” the young lady said.


    Irene exhaled, slid the chain, and opened the door.


    The young woman smiled and stepped inside.




    57


    Irene Flannigan’s landline rang. Kelly Blaine answered it.


    “Flannigan residence,” Kelly said.


    “It’s me,” Amy Lambert replied.


    Kelly left the den and went to the kitchen. She pulled back the curtain on the kitchen window an inch and peeked outside. Flashing red and blue everywhere. “Figured you’d be calling,” she said.


    “I’m surprised you actually went to Irene’s,” Amy said. “You had to know I’d realize that’s where you were heading.”


    “I did, yes.”


    “Are my kids okay?”


    “They are, yes.”


    “Irene?”


    “Yup.”


    “So what’s your plan then?” Amy asked. “The game’s over.”


    “Oh no, it’s not. Not yet.”


    “You can’t be a ghost on this one, Kelly. Everyone sees you now.”


    “I know that.”


    “So what is it then? You gonna treat this like a bad movie? Hold Irene and my kids hostage and demand the police call you a chopper?”


    Kelly laughed. “No. I wanna make a trade.”


    “What kind of a trade?”


    “Irene and your kids for you.”


    A pause.


    “Should I repeat myself?” Kelly said.


    “No—I heard you.”


    “Strange. I wouldn’t think you’d hesitate over such a request.”


    “I need to know they’re alive first.”


    Kelly went back into the den. Irene and the kids sat huddled together on the floor. Kelly raised her gun on them. Carrie whimpered and tucked her head into Irene’s side. Irene squeezed her tight. And though Caleb did not make a sound when the gun was raised—did not even flinch—Irene pulled him in close and squeezed him just as she’d done his sister.


    “Say hello,” Kelly said, holding the phone out to them.


    No one said anything.


    Kelly cocked the hammer on her pistol. “Say hello.”


    “Hello!” Irene yelled.


    Kelly moved the phone closer to Carrie. “Now you,” she said. “How about an ‘I love you, Mommy’?”


    Carrie hesitated.


    Kelly aimed the gun right at Carrie’s head. “Or how about a ‘Goodbye, Mommy’?”


    Carrie screamed.


    Kelly laughed. “Ooh, that’ll work.” She brought the phone back to her ear. “Some lungs on your daughter.”


    Amy went to say something, but Kelly took the phone away again. Held it before Caleb.


    “Your turn, little fella,” she said.


    “I’m here, Mom,” Caleb said.


    Kelly nodded and lowered the phone. “Good boy.”


    “Fuck you,” Caleb said.


    Kelly laughed. Irene pulled Caleb in tight and hushed him.


    “I like your son,” Kelly said once she was back on the phone. “Good potential. I’d love to keep him for a while.”


    Amy ignored Kelly’s comment. “Now what?” was all she said.


    “Well, do you believe they’re all alive?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, then let’s make a swap, lollipop.”
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    Irene and Caleb were ushered out first. Caleb spotted his mother among the sea of uniforms and flashing lights and sprinted into her arms. Amy showered him with love then held him back at arm’s length and checked him up and down. “Are you all right?” she asked.


    Caleb nodded and dove into her again. Amy started to cry.


    Irene came over, and Amy pulled her in with them. They all cried together.


    “Mrs. Lambert?” an officer said behind them. Still in the embrace, Amy turned her head. The officer was holding out a cell phone. “It’s her,” the officer said.


    Amy pulled away from Caleb and Irene and took the phone.


    “We’re not done yet,” Kelly said.


    “Send out Carrie,” Amy said. “Then I’ll come in. I promise.”


    “Gee, lady, you mean it? Honest and for true?”


    “Look, Kelly, I—”


    “Oh, shut the fuck up. You want your daughter, then you better get your ass in here first. You’ve got one minute.”


    • • •


    Amy went through the front door. Kelly was in the hallway, Carrie on her knees before her, Kelly’s gun pressed to the back of her head execution style.


    “Shut the door and lock it,” Kelly said.


    “Carrie, honey, are you okay?”


    Carrie started crying. She could only nod.


    “Shut the door and lock it,” Kelly said again.


    “Why?” Amy asked. “You’re only going to have to unlock it again when you let Carrie go.”


    “I’m not letting Carrie go,” Kelly said.


    “What?”


    “I’m just not comfortable letting her go. You’re too crafty, Amy. Too tough. You and me alone? I feel like you’d try to pull something. I’m not the biggest girl, in case you didn’t notice. Even with a gun, I still wouldn’t feel a hundred percent safe alone with you.”


    “This is fucking bullshit.”


    “You always talk like that in front of your daughter?”


    “We had a deal,” Amy said. “Honor it and let my daughter go.”


    Kelly pretended to consider. Then: “Nope.”


    “If you let my daughter go, I will not try anything. I will do exactly as you say. I swear.”


    “See? There you go promising again. Why on earth would you think that holds any value for me?”


    Amy said nothing.


    “How about this?” Kelly began. “I can’t promise you’re going to walk out of here alive, Amy, but I can promise you that your daughter will.”


    “And why should your promises hold any value for me?” Amy said.


    Kelly dug the gun barrel into the back of Carrie’s head. Carrie winced and cried harder. “I’d say under the circumstances, they would be fucking priceless.”


    Amy turned and shut the front door. Locked it and turned back toward Kelly and Carrie.


    “Good,” Kelly said. She took the gun off Carrie and waved Amy closer with it. “Come closer.”


    Amy shuffled forward a few steps.


    “Closer.”


    Two more steps. She was close enough now to reach out and touch her crying daughter kneeling before her. And she did, taking Carrie’s face in her hand and gently raising it to hers.


    She did not say anything to her daughter, only smiled down at her with endless love.


    “One more step,” Kelly said.


    Amy did.


    Kelly took the gun off Carrie and raised it on Amy, the tip of the barrel no more than a few inches from her forehead. It was then that Amy noticed it was not the 9mm pistol Kelly had been carrying at Allan’s house, but a six-shooter.


    “Put your hands in your pockets,” Kelly said.


    Amy did.


    “Good.” Kelly opened the revolver’s cylinder chamber and dumped all six bullets into the palm of her hand. She tossed all but one aside, the bullets clattering then rolling once they hit the wooden floor.


    She held the single bullet up for Amy to see, slid it into one of the six empty holes in the cylinder chamber, gave the chamber a solid spin, and then slammed the chamber shut with the heel of her palm, midspin.


    “I know I’m going to prison, Amy,” she began. “And I’m sure you know someone like me could never tolerate being caged. So, I don’t plan on leaving here alive. However, I’d like to test something.”


    “And that is?”


    “Back at the house you said you agreed with me that life was not fair. You said something like there was no balance in the universe, and that one tragedy did not make you exempt from another. Was that the gist of it?”


    “Something like that.”


    “Well, I’d like to test it again. Lord knows you’ve endured tragedy countless times, so one would say further testing was unnecessary, but still, I’d like to try one more time. Let’s see if life will be fair to you just this once.”


    “By playing Russian roulette?”


    Kelly smiled.


    “I thought you said you had no intention of leaving here alive.”


    “I don’t. Even if I win, I’ll still pluck one of those bullets up off the floor and put it in my head.”


    “If you’re going to kill yourself no matter what, why not just let us go?”


    Kelly laughed. “Amy…you know I can’t do that.”


    Amy dropped her gaze to Carrie, caressed her face again, and then looked back up at Kelly. “Win or lose, my daughter leaves?”


    “Yes.”


    Amy nodded. “Let’s play.”
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    Kelly held up a coin and looked down at Carrie. “Heads or tails, Carrie?”


    Carrie wept silently.


    “Hey!” Kelly flicked her on the top of the head. “Heads or tails?”


    Carrie tucked her head and whimpered.


    Amy saw red. “Don’t hit my fucking kid.”


    Kelly smirked and held up an apologetic hand. “Sorry. How about you choose then?”


    “Tails.”


    Kelly flipped the coin, caught it, then slapped it on the back of the fist holding the gun. “Tails it is,” she said. “Choose.”


    “You go first,” Amy said.


    Kelly smiled. “Hoping to get lucky right from the start, are we?”


    “You and I don’t believe in luck.”


    “Touché.”


    Kelly cocked the hammer, stuck the gun in her mouth, and pulled the trigger.


    The gun clicked empty.


    She pulled the gun from her mouth and aimed it between Amy’s eyes. “One in five chance now. You ready?”


    Amy just stared at her.


    Kelly pulled the trigger.


    The gun clicked empty.


    Kelly smiled again. “Starting to get interesting.” She cocked the hammer, stuck the gun in her mouth, and pulled the trigger.


    The gun clicked empty.


    “Uh-ohhh…” Kelly aimed between Amy’s eyes again. “One in three.” She nudged Carrie with her foot. “They teach you about odds in school, Carrie? How risky is a one-in-three shot?”


    Carrie looked up at Amy. “Mommy?”


    “It’s okay, baby.” Amy’s heartache was crippling. “Mommy wants you to put your head down and cover your ears, okay? Don’t look up, no matter what.”


    Carrie stared up at her mother.


    “Just do it, honey,” Amy said softly.


    Carrie did as she was told.


    Kelly steadied the gun, cocked the hammer—and paused. Held the gun between Amy’s eyes for several seconds, milking it. Loving it.


    Amy contemplated going for the gun. But if she missed…


    “Just fucking do it,” Amy said through gritted teeth.


    Kelly pulled the trigger.


    The gun clicked empty.


    Amy exhaled, shoulders dropping. Her legs felt weak. Her vision swam. But now it was Kelly’s turn—and a one in two, no less. Fifty-fifty.


    Except Kelly wasn’t raising the gun on herself as swiftly as she had on previous turns. Instead, her gun arm dangled at her side as she considered Amy.


    Oh, Christ, she’s not going to take the chance.


    She’s going to shoot me.


    All she has to do is pull the trigger twice and fast and I’m dead.


    I have to go for the gun.


    (And suppose you fuck up and she decides to shoot Carrie instead?)


    I…oh God…


    “Fifty-fifty odds,” Kelly said as she started to raise the gun.


    A sickening bit of irony hit Amy just before Kelly pulled the trigger and ended it: Amy had expected Kelly to play fair.
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    Kelly Blaine cocked the hammer, stuck the gun in her mouth, and blew her head off.




    61


    One month later


    Amy replaced the old flowers in front of Patrick’s grave with some new ones. She then sat, as she always did, over a spot on the cemetery grass she liked to think was his lap.


    “Me again,” she said. “They finally caught that girl I was telling you about before. Jennifer? The junkie who was helping Kelly Blaine? They finally got her, so I guess that’s something. Still won’t bring Jon Rogers’ wife back, but at least they got her.”


    She paused there for a moment. Dropped her head.


    “Sometimes I wish it was like that for us. That it was me who died and not you. I’m strong for the kids, but sometimes my head feels like it’s going to explode. You were always so much better when it came to dealing with drama.”


    She knuckled away a tear and looked up at a cloud. She wondered if somewhere, somehow, Patrick could see the same cloud.


    “Speaking of drama, Carrie’s still sleeping with me, and I have the gall to give her shit about it sometimes. Here I am, thinking I’m about to lose it, and I have the absolute gall to give our eleven-year-old daughter shit for being scared and wanting to feel safe by sleeping with her mother at night.”


    She shook her head at herself and fingered the cigarette burn on her cheek that was nearly healed but would leave a scar.


    “Caleb? He’s still a rock, you know? He’s still like he was right after we first encountered Arty and Jim at Crescent Lake. Insisting on sleeping by himself. Puttering around without talking. No tacks in my slipper this time, thank God, but it’s got me worried. I’m beginning to think Domino’s death affected him more than we initially thought. He was like a statue at the funeral. No tears, no nothing. And never mind the fact that he killed a man. He never minds the fact that he killed a man. When the therapist asks him about it—when I ask him about it—he just shrugs as if it was a job he had to do, no big deal. It scares me, honey.”


    She looked up at the sky again. “His school called me in again. His third fight this month. Remember that little boy who used to cry when Carrie would squash a bug in front of him?” She dropped her head back down to Patrick’s tombstone. “I worry about our baby boy, honey. Carrie is so easy; she displays her emotions on a billboard. But Caleb…” She looked away. Fixated on another grave and its engravings for a spell in a bid to tamp down her anxiety.


    “You know I tell Caleb that you and Domino are together now?” she eventually said. “That the two of you are watching over us? He smiles, but I think he’s just placating me. You believe that? A nine-year-old boy placating his mother?” She chuckled without humor. “Still, I like to believe it. I like to think you and Domino are living it up somewhere, drinking scotch and shooting the shit and watching over us like guardian angels. It helps me sleep better at night.”


    Amy stood and brushed her butt and legs off.


    “I went through hell again, baby. And I survived again. I’d like to think this was the last of it, but I think you and I know better by now. Christ, I’ll probably go home to find aliens on my doorstep. I guess the Lamberts are just lucky that way.” She chuckled dryly again, looked up at the sky, and closed her eyes.


    She brought forth an image of Patrick and her in bed on a Sunday morning, sleeping late and cuddling, the kids barging in and piling into bed with them, bouncing and laughing, and Amy felt a transitory moment of peace. She savored it awhile.


    Finished, Amy touched two fingers to her lips and pressed them to Patrick’s gravestone. “You know,” she began, “I don’t believe the world is fair, and I don’t believe the universe has balance…” She flashed a shrewd little smile toward Patrick’s grave. “But I like to think that somehow you and Domino made sure that little bitch ate that bullet.”


    She chuckled, anything but dryly this time, and pressed two kissed fingers to Patrick’s grave again. “See you soon, baby.”




    62


    Three months later


    Living in the now, Allan thought as he stood outside Amy Lambert’s door. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and repeated the mantra his therapist had provided him, the mantra that had become his best friend these past three months:


    Life owes me nothing. I can’t change the past. The future is unwritten. But I’m here. Now. And then his own little addendum that he believed made the mantra that much stronger: Alive. I’m here. Now. Alive.


    He opened his eyes and exhaled long and slow.


    He rang the doorbell.


    Amy answered in a T-shirt and sweats, her long brown hair in a ponytail. “Allan, hi!”


    Allan pulled a bottle of whiskey out from behind his back. “Thought you might want to finally sneak that drink in the kitchen.”


    Amy laughed. She then raised her fist.


    They fist-bumped, and Allan’s smile became his whole face.


    Amy stepped aside and invited him in.



    [image: Bad Games: Psychopath]
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    Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


    2:01 A.M.


    A television screen. On that screen were two young men seated next to one another, grinning, energetic, downright giddy. At first glance and to the uninformed, it might have been a low-budget infomercial on late-night TV.


    Except the two pairs of captivated eyes watching the TV were informed. They knew they were not watching an infomercial.


    They knew they were watching a home movie starring Arthur and James Fannelli, the late and infamous serial killers whose body count was estimated by some to be in the hundreds:


    “Good afternoon, everyone. I’m Arty Fannelli.”


    “And I’m Jim Fannelli.”


    Arty—mid-twenties, slim, dark hair and eyes—leans forward in his chair. “Jim and I are very excited to bring you this once-in-a-lifetime experience. Now, in the comfort of your own home, you will be able to watch and learn from the two single greatest players who ever played the game.”


    Jim—two years younger than his brother, stocky, shaved head and dark eyes—smiles and nods. “Absolutely, big brother. I believe that when this is complete, we’ll have outdone even ourselves.”


    “Wouldn’t surprise me in the least, little brother. We DO tend to get better with each passing day. And YOU, my friends—” Arty points a finger at the screen, “YOU are going to be getting a front seat to it all.”


    Jim throws up his arms. “Praise the lord hallelujah.”


    Arty laughs. Then: “In honor of our very first episode today, we’re going to start off with a BIG one. We’re going to be discussing the finer points of a successful home invasion.”


    Quick, sloppy cut, and the two brothers are in a moving car, Arty driving, Jim riding shotgun, the camera clearly positioned in the back seat, both brothers needing to turn if they wish to face the camera.


    Arty speaks first, eyes ping-ponging from the road to the camera and back again as he does so. “Successful home invasions require a good bit of improv after you’ve settled on a target. However, there are some pretty important ground rules you need to follow when CHOOSING a hunting ground. Jim?”


    Jim turns in the passenger seat and faces the camera. “Okay—first things first. Forget upper-class ’burbs. We’re talking high-tech alarm systems and nosy fucking neighbors with nothing better to do than jerk off all over their pristine lawns. Not to mention if some rich pricks get killed in suburbia, the world comes to a screeching fucking halt. Police WILL treat it like the fucking president’s been taken. Arty and I have pulled it off once or twice, but then we’re as good as they come. This here is a beginner’s guide. Baby steps, friends. Baby steps.”


    Arty laughs and rubs his right hand back and forth over Jim’s shaved head.


    “Second,” Jim continues, “forget the city. Too many people piled on top of one another. No privacy whatsoever. That’s important too, the privacy thing. You find a good spot, you don’t necessarily want to cut and run. Sometimes you wanna set up shop and enjoy yourself a while.”


    “Amen,” Arty says.


    Jim adds: “City’s ideal if you want to do an abduction—whores, homeless, runaways; it’s a fucking gold mine for that—but as far as home invasion goes, give it a wide berth. Not worth the effort. Arty?”


    Arty takes his eyes off the road for a second and glances back at the camera. “Third, you’ve got what we’ll call your poor part of suburbia, your boroughs in shitty counties, whatever. For our purposes, let’s just say where white trash lives.”


    Jim breaks in. “Worth mentioning that there are plenty of shitty suburbs and boroughs with blacks and beaners, but, much as it pains me to say, they tend to have better instincts than whites. Much, much harder to run some kind of scam or catch ’em off guard.”


    “Good point,” Arty adds. “It’s also worth mentioning that if you ARE going to target mostly whites, it’s a good idea to throw in some color once in a while. And of course the converse is true: If you prefer blacks or Latinos or whatever, you should toss in a white here and there. Don’t stick to one pattern. We’ll get to that in later episodes, because it’s damned important, but for now, keep your color palette somewhat broad. You do that and you’ll extend your career tenfold.”


    “Sex too,” Jim says. “You start building a resume of just pussy, you need to consider throwing in some cock and balls now and then.”


    Arty laughs again. “Well put, little brother.”


    Jim lights a cigarette and cracks the window. Both men now have to speak louder over the open window’s audible rush from the moving car.


    Arty: “Going back to white trash in poor suburbia and such—it can be done, but it’s risky. Most are gun-toting rednecks just itching for an excuse to pull a trigger. Don’t give them one. Steer clear.”


    “So what does that leave us with, Arty?”


    Arty glances back at the camera again. He beams like a proud papa to his son. “Any Town USA, my friends.”


     


    “Now, the difference between Any Town USA and your typical suburb is the state of mind of its residents,” Arty says. “Parades, fairs, fireworks, apple pie—it’s all about community and trust. Urbanites, hell, even a good number of suburbanites tend to be wary of strangers. But Any Town USA folks? They simply assume that if you’re in their town, you’re one of their own—you can be trusted.”


    “And that trust,” Jim says, leering, “is like a key to their front door.”


    Quick cut and Arty and Jim are parked on the side of a neighborhood road, a stone’s throw from the main street of the town they’ve chosen. People veering off the main street periodically pass by their car—couples walking dogs, couples pushing strollers, couples young and old walking hand in hand, enjoying the fall day.


    And Jim, window down, waves and says hello to all of them. And every single one waves and says hello back without so much as a flicker of concern on their smiling faces.


    Arty, facing the camera: “This is what we’ll call the selection phase. The reconnaissance phase. Jim will first select someone who catches his eye, and then we will simply proceed to follow them. Now, keep in mind, just because you see one you like, that doesn’t mean it’ll be a sure thing. Take that girl over there for example…”


    A shaky, rotating image around the interior of the car until the camera settles and zooms in on a pretty young woman walking alone down a side street, both hands occupied as one holds a cell phone to her ear, the other a Starbucks cup from which she periodically sips between animated laughs and exclamations into her phone.


    “…Completely oblivious to the world around her.” Arty continues to narrate off camera while the focus stays on the girl. “She would be an absolute piece of cake to follow, BUT suppose we follow the girl to her house, and her boyfriend or husband comes strollin’ on out to greet her and the dude’s built like Arnold fucking Schwarzenegger. Might wanna consider giving that one a skip.”


    Jim speaks up off camera. “We’ve handled big guys before.”


    Another shaky, rotating image around the interior of the car until Arty is facing the camera again. “That’s true—Jim and I HAVE handled big guys before, but never without some sort of leverage. The best leverage of all being children. Secure the children, and the dude, even if he’s Bruce fucking Lee, will do whatever the hell you tell him to. Children are PERFECT leverage. However, that leverage requires a great deal of homework and cunning to secure. And, as we’ve already said, this episode is for beginners.”


    Jim: “Fair enough. So, who on this fine day would be ideal to pop one’s cherry then, Arty?”


    “I would suggest shooting for an older couple, Jim.”


    Quick cut and the two brothers are parked in front of a cozy, detached one-story home.


    Arty: “We’ve chosen our older couple. I would guess them in their mid- to late sixties. The husband was out front riding a mower, the woman was tending to her garden. No dog—we’d have seen it by now—kids, if they have any, almost assuredly relocated. The man appeared soft and weak. Skinny arms, gut, bigger titties than his wife. No threat there.”


    “I’ll never understand it,” Jim says. “Pussy doesn’t even look like he can do a single fucking pushup. How does a man like that expect to protect his family?”


    “Well, this is Any Town USA, Jim. There are no threats here.”


    Jim: “My dick just got hard.”


    Arty laughs, then continues. “Both have gone inside, yet they left their garage door open, along with their front door and side door. There’s screen doors on both the front and side doors, of course, but it has been our experience that screen doors in Any Town USA are seldom locked. This is where your improv skills come in, friends. You don’t want to be a fucking idiot like Bundy and drive around with a damn ‘kill kit,’ as the FBI called it, in your trunk—cuffs, knives, ski masks, rope, the works—because if you get pulled over, like Bundy DID, you’ve got a hell of a lot of explaining to do. No, you need to have the ability to think on your feet. Work your way inside and be settled before they’re even aware what the hell is going on. They’ll sense something is off, but it’s almost a guarantee that they’ll do nothing about it.”


    Jim says: “People in Any Town USA—most people, actually—never trust their gut. They suppress most doubt, thinking the worst could never actually happen to them. Kinda like fucking without a condom. ‘What are the odds the STD actually chooses me?’ they think. ‘Not me. Not important me. No way.’”


    “Does that make us STDs?” Arty asks.


    “I suppose it does,” Jim replies. “Once you come in contact with us, we stay with you for life.”


    Arty laughs. “I love it. Moving on then—what are you thinking for this one, Jim?”


    “I’m thinking barbecue, Arty.”


    “Barbecue it is, then.”


    Cut to Arty in motion as he approached the couple’s home, unassumingly headed towards the side entrance by way of the driveway, as though he might live there. He was carrying a six-pack of beer. The lighting outside had dimmed some. Dusk was not far off. The camera closely following Arty was far steadier than to be expected, and the two pairs of captivated eyes watching the film soon discover that:


    “Jim here is wired up with a small body cam and mic on his chest,” Arty says, pausing to face his brother before leaning in close to the lens to make a spooky noise and face. Jim can be heard laughing off camera while Arty straightens up and adds: “Keeps Jim’s hands free to join in on the fun, not to mention that approaching your target with a bulky camera on your shoulder will raise a red flag with even the most trusting soul. We tried doing it once, pretending we were sweepstakes people or whatever. Got us in the front door, which is usually ninety percent of the battle, but things got a little messy after. Was still a good time.”


    “Yeah, I remember that,” Jim says. “That was the little Napoleonic pussy who kept threatening to sue us if we touched him, wasn’t it?”


    Arty nods. “Indeed. We tied him and his wife up, went out, and actually bought a gavel at Office Depot. Held our own trial, didn’t we?”


    Jim can be heard laughing again. “We kept cracking the fucker with the thing, yelling ‘guilty!’ after each whack.” He laughs harder. “Good times…”


    Both men seem winded as they talk, but it is not from exertion; it is from excitement.


    They approach the side entrance. The primary door leading into the home is still open, the screen door their only obstacle. But, as Arty had already assumed, it is unlocked, and both Arty and Jim enter.


    “Helloooo…?” Arty calls as he and Jim enter the den.


    The couple, seated on the sofa, their backs to Arty and Jim, are watching television. They both quickly rise and spin towards their unexpected guests, surprise and confusion—not fear; not yet—on both their faces.


    Arty holds up the six-pack of beer. “Where is everybody?” he asks.


    The man says: “I beg your pardon?”


    “Are we the first ones to arrive?” Arty asks.


    “Arrive?” the man says.


    “To the barbecue,” Jim can be heard saying.


    “Barbecue?” the man says.


    Arty places an embarrassed hand to his chest. “Oh my God, are we—are we in the wrong house?”


    The man smiles nervously. “I think so.”


    “You THINK so?” Arty says.


    The man’s smile leaves. His anxiety is clear. “There’s no barbecue here, gentlemen.”


    “If you don’t want us here, just say so,” Arty says.


    The woman finally speaks up. “You have the wrong house. We are not entertaining anyone today.”


    “Early days, ma’am,” Arty says. “Early days.”


    “I beg your pardon?” the man says.


    Arty faces Jim, faces the camera. “‘Gentlemen.’ ‘I beg your pardon.’ People are always so polite in Any Town USA.” Arty strolls casually towards the sliding glass doors leading out onto the patio. He looks outside, observes the empty deck, and turns back. “No one out there. I guess there is no barbecue after all.”


    “We told you that,” the man says. “If you could be on your way now…”


    “So polite,” Jim says.


    Arty nods, casually locks the sliding glass door and draws the curtains. He turns and walks past the couple who now stands close together, dumbfounded, fear slowly trickling onto their faces. Arty heads towards the front door, talking over his shoulder as he does so.


    “As I mentioned previously, getting inside is ninety percent of the battle.” He locks the front door, turns, and heads towards the side door from which they entered. Locks that, and then the door leading out to the garage. It is all so cavalier, so routine, the couple can still only stand and watch, dumbfounded, the gravity of what is occurring yet to truly hit home.


    Finished, Arty returns to the den. He approaches the couple and raises the six-pack again. “Who wants a beer?”


     


    Cut to a bedroom. A rotating shot of the décor suggests it is the couple’s bedroom. The rotating shot stops and zooms in on a king-sized bed. The woman is gagged and bound, her eyes swollen from crying. She is whimpering incessantly through her gag. No sign of the husband.


    A shaky shot of the camera before it settles completely, Jim soon appearing before the lens and backing up into view. He smiles and waves at the camera. “Arty and I secured the situation and then went back out to the car to retrieve the big camera and its tripod. Should be able to capture most everything now.” The woman behind Jim continues to sob on the bed. Jim calls to his right: “Action, Arty!”


    Shot of the bathroom door opening and Arty leading the man out with a gun to his head. The man is wearing only his underwear. The front of the underwear is soaked with urine.


    Jim starts laughing, pointing at the man. “They always piss themselves.”


    Arty smiles and shoves the man onto the bed next to his wife. The man immediately rolls towards his wife and begins checking her for injuries. She sobs helplessly and mumbles something inaudible through her gag. The man starts crying along with her.


    “She’s fine, sir,” Arty says. “Other than tying her up, we haven’t harmed a hair on her head. HOWEVER…whether those hairs remain unharmed is completely up to you.”


    The man looks back at Arty. His face is a picture of frightened wonder.


    “What am I talking about, you ask? Simple.” Arty approaches the bed. He reaches forward and takes hold of one of the man’s flabby breasts, the nipple to be exact, and squeezes it, the man crying out. Arty than slaps the man’s ample ass once and hard, as you might the hindquarters of a horse to get it moving. “Let yourself go over the years, haven’t you—?” Arty stops suddenly and looks at Jim. “You know, we never did get their names.”


    “What are your names?” Jim asks them.


    “Please…” the man begs.


    “Popular name.” Jim looks at Arty. “Seems like they’re always named Please. The women too.”


    “Maybe it’s one of those unisex names,” Arty says. “Seriously though, folks, we really would like to have your names. We’re filming something special here, in case you didn’t notice.”


    The man and woman say nothing, just continue weeping into one another.


    “No?” Arty asks. “Fine—we’ll name you ourselves.” He points to the man. “We’ll call you Homer, after everyone’s favorite lovable fatty, Homer Simpson. You’re looking a little thin on top there as well—” He gestures to the man’s balding head. “So the shoe fits a treat.”


    “Does that make her Marge?” Jim asks, pointing at the woman.


    “Works for me,” Arty says.


    “Great. I always had a thing for Marge. All that blue hair. Always wondered whether the carpet matched the drapes.”


    Arty laughs.


    The woman begins to fight her binds.


    “Oh, relax,” Arty says, “I won’t let my brother touch you—not if your husband does what I say.” He looks at the man. “You’ll do what I say, won’t you, Homer? You wouldn’t want a front-row seat to my brother fucking your wife, would you?”


    The man instantly shakes his head.


    “Excellent! Come with me then, Homer.” Arty extends his hand.


    The man hesitates.


    “Homerrr…” Arty warns.


    Jim moves to the wife’s side of the bed. Starts groaning while stroking his groin. The woman shrieks into her gag and whips her head towards her husband, burying it into him.


    “OKAY! Okay, Jesus Christ, okay…” the man says. He takes Arty’s hand, and Arty helps him off the bed. He is not rough with the man, but almost gentle, as if manhandling the man at that precise moment would somehow cheapen the game.


    On his feet now, the man is visibly shaking.


    “Scared?” Arty asks him.


    The man nods.


    “GOOD! That’s good!” Arty says. “Fear gives you adrenaline. Adrenaline gives you strength.” Arty motions to the floor. “Get down and give me twenty.”


    The man just stares at Arty as though he misheard.


    “It’s real simple, Homer,” Jim says, still standing next to the wife. “Arty and I don’t approve of how much you’ve let yourself go. Frankly, we find it disgusting. A real man needs to be strong up here”—he points to his head—“in here”—he points to his heart—“and of course here”—he flexes his sizeable biceps. “Now, up here”—he points to his head—“and in here”—he points to his heart—“just might override what you’re lacking here”—he flexes his biceps again—“ESPECIALLY if adrenaline kicks in, like Arty mentioned. It’s like the ninety-pound mom who lifts a car off her kid, you know? In our experience, people are capable of CRAZY feats of strength when the adrenaline starts flowing. And to be honest, it makes the game a hell of a lot more interesting when it happens.”


    “It really does,” Arty says. “So, here’s what’s what, Homer: If you drop down and give us twenty pushups—twenty GOOD pushups; we’ll be judging your technique—then Jim won’t cut your wife’s throat.”


    Jim lifts his shirt and pulls a large kitchen knife from his waistband.


    The wife screams into her gag.


    Jim ignores her scream and approaches the camera, brandishing the knife. “IMPROV, friends,” he says. “Got this from their kitchen drawer. EVERY house has a knife of some kind. Like Arty said, don’t be an idiot like Bundy and drive around with an arsenal in your trunk. You gotta MacGyver that shit.”


    Arty raises his gun before the camera. “Now, I know what you’re probably thinking: ‘What about the gun, Arty? You had to have brought the gun WITH you, yes? You told us there weren’t many guns in Any Town USA.’ And to that I would say bravo; you’ve been paying attention. Yes, we did bring the gun. However, we have a permit for it. All very legal if we were to ever get pulled over and searched.”


    “Shall we continue?” Jim says.


    “Indeed,” Arty says. “Homer?”


    The man stays put.


    “Homer?” Arty says again. “Are you not even going to TRY to save your wife? Remember, you’ve got adrenaline on your side. The sooner you use it, the better. Adrenaline can have the opposite effect if you let it linger too long. It can drain the very life out of you over time. Best to use it now while the tank is full.”


    The man slowly makes his way off the bed, his wife sobbing harder, as though he’s abandoning her. He glances back at her, his expression agony itself.


    “Atta boy,” Arty says. He gestures towards the floor with the gun, and in his best drill sergeant’s voice: “Now get down there and give me twenty, boy!”


    The man is a pitiful sight. Naked save for his soiled underwear, posture that of a man already defeated, determination and the aforementioned adrenaline nowhere in sight. He slowly lowers himself to the floor and pauses on all fours for a moment. He eventually stares up at Arty, and his face is all eyes, not unlike a dog begging forgiveness from its abusive master.


    “Good ones now, Homer,” Arty says. “Twenty good ones.”


    The man begins. He manages the first three. By number five, his arms begin to shake, his form breaking, butt sinking. His face is one enormous grimace of effort.


    “Come on, Homer!” Jim yells in a tone that curiously rings out as a genuine cheer of encouragement instead of the mockery it almost assuredly is. “You’ve got this, man!”


    The man has hit seven, his entire body shaking, his brow dotted with sweat, face scrunched and contorted with effort like that of a man passing a stone.


    “I…I can’t…” he mutters.


    “So, you want your wife to die?” Arty says. “Is that what you’re telling us? Telling HER? You’re unable to protect the love of your life because you can’t do twenty lousy pushups?”


    “I…I’m trying…” He’s crying now, sweat and tears coming together around his fleshy jowls.


    “Try harder!” Jim yells.


    “Please…” The man is seconds from collapsing.


    “Please what?” Arty asks.


    “Please…have mercy…”


    “Fine,” Arty says. “You can stop.”


    The man collapses onto his chest and stomach. He lies there weeping, ashamed to lift his head.


    “Get up, Homer,” Arty says.


    The man slowly gets to his feet. He cannot bring himself to look at his wife.


    “You failed, Homer,” Arty says. “You lost the game. And with every game there is reward, and there is punishment. Now, you already know what your punishment is, yes?”


    The man starts shaking his head adamantly, crying harder.


    “No?” Arty says. “I thought we made the rules very clear.”


    “Please, God, no—I’m begging you…”


    Arty looks at Jim. “I do love it when they call us God.”


    Jim smiles back, places the blade of the kitchen knife against the wife’s neck, and holds it there, stretching the moment out. The wife does not dare move for fear of getting cut, yet her panicked eyes strain down towards the blade against her neck. Her weeping now becomes staccato gasps into her gag.


    “Rules are rules, Homer,” Jim says.


    “I’ll do anything…” the man pleads.


    “How about this then,” Arty says. “I want you to approach your wife. Jim, back away for a minute.”


    Jim does.


    Arty: “Homer, I want you to approach your wife. Stand next to her. Close.”


    The man slowly approaches the bed and stands next to his wife. He still cannot bring himself to look at her.


    “LOOK at her, Homer,” Arty says. “Look her in the eye, and don’t you dare look away.”


    The man does. He immediately begins to cry that much harder. His wife’s sobbing equally grows.


    “I want you to repeat after me, Homer,” Arty says. “If you do, we will grant you mercy. Do you understand?”


    The man looks back at Arty with desperate hope.


    Arty gestures back towards the woman with his gun. “Don’t look at me, look at Marge.”


    The man does.


    “What’s her name?” Arty asks the man. “Her REAL name.”


    The man glances back at Arty. Clears his throat and says: “Janice.”


    “At her, not at me,” Arty says.


    The man turns back to his wife.


    “Repeat after me, Homer,” Arty says. “I’m so sorry, Janice.”


    The man clears his throat again and shakily repeats Arty’s words.


    Arty goes on: “I am so sorry that I was unable to save your life by performing twenty simple pushups.”


    The man turns back to Arty.


    “I swear to God, Homer, if you take your eyes off her one more fucking time…”


    But the man keeps his eyes on Arty. They project not defiance, but a confused betrayal. “But you said…”


    “I said what?”


    “You said…mercy.”


    “And I stand by what I said,” Arty says. “But I have to be honest with you, Homer; you’re not making it easy. I’m only going to tell you one last time to look your wife in the eye—and KEEP looking—and repeat after me.”


    The man looks back at his wife.


    “I am so sorry that I was unable to save your life by performing twenty simple pushups,” Arty says again.


    The man repeats Arty’s words.


    “I have failed you as a husband and as a protector,” Arty goes on.


    The man struggles, but ultimately repeats the words.


    “Kiss her,” Arty says.


    The man does, kissing her forehead, the couple sobbing into one another before, during, and after.


    “Good boy, Homer. Mercy now, yes?”


    Ironically, the man does not seem capable of taking his eyes off his wife now. He nods over his shoulder to Arty.


    “Here’s the thing, Homer,” Arty says. “Jim was going to slash your wife’s throat. Have you any idea how horrible such an experience is? The panic that sets in as you struggle to breathe from a throat that no longer works? And never mind the pain.”


    The man finally takes his eyes off his wife and looks at Arty. Arty does not mention it this time.


    “The mercy we will be granting your lovely Janice is a quick death,” Arty says. “I think that’s more than considerate.” Arty approaches Janice, shoves Homer aside, and shoots her once between the eyes.


    The man cries out and falls on his wife, squeezing and rocking her lifeless body in what looks to be a futile attempt at reviving her.


    Arty approaches the camera, the man sobbing and holding his wife in the background. “I think that might conclude our episode here today, friends. Hopefully, you took away some very valuable tools on orchestrating a successful home invasion, but just as important, we hope you gained some insight into the elements of the game that truly make it wonderful.”


    Jim puts the knife back into his waistband, approaches the camera and stands next to Arty. “Yup,” Jim says. “You go through the trouble of securing a home and then you kill them quick? What’s the point? You’re no different than an animal then. Take your time and enjoy it. Have some fun.”


    A deafening screech behind them genuinely startles both brothers. They spin just as the man leaves his wife and charges towards them, blood lust on his slobbering face.


    Jim catches the man’s charge and easily spins him around into a chokehold, his forearm tight around the man’s neck. The man flails wildly, screaming, crying, kicking.


    Arty backs away and laughs as Jim secures his hold on the man. “Now THERE’S that adrenaline we were talking about, Homer!” Arty says. “Where the hell was that a few minutes ago?”


    The man’s fight is short-lived. He eventually slumps in Jim’s grip and can only cry harder.


    “Gimme the knife,” Arty says to Jim.


    Jim, one powerful arm still around the man’s neck, reaches into his waistband and hands the knife to his brother.


    “Let him go,” Arty says.


    Jim throws the man to the floor, where he lands on all fours. Arty straddles him, places his hand on the man’s forehead, pulls his head back, and slits the man’s throat from ear to ear. The man drops into a fetal ball, wide-eyed, gasping and sputtering, clutching his throat, blood seeping through his fingers, the areas of the wound not compressed by the man’s hands arcing in crimson jets.


    “Hurts, doesn’t it, Homer?” Arty says. “And the panic, yes? The panic of not being able to breathe no matter how hard you try? That’s the worst, isn’t it? Homer? Are you listening? That’s the worst, isn’t it?”


    The man actually looks up at Arty with wild, excruciating eyes, as though acknowledging him.


    “You see? We’re not all bad,” Arty says. “We saved your wife all that torment you’re experiencing now.”


    The man eventually crumbles. Dead. No longer spurting in powerful jets, the blood still pulses heavily as the man’s hands slip limply away from the wound.


    Arty considers the scene for a moment. “Ugh, what a mess,” he says, cavalier. He faces the camera again. There is a small spattering of blood on his cheek. “Obviously, we were going to kill Homer before we left—gotta cover your tracks, after all—but it’s always nice to do it with as little cleanup as possible. Jim and I are going to have to sign off now. One of the unfortunate pitfalls of the game awaits us—waste management.”


    Jim grunts in agreement.


    The two brothers approach the camera.


    “So, until next time,” Arty says. “I’m Arty…”


    “And I’m Jim…”


    Both together now, each pointing a finger at the camera, each with the same infomercial grin they donned at the start: “And we’ll see YOU…before you see US.”


    • • •


    The screen went black. The two pairs of captivated eyes exchanged a look of such wonder that neither dared speak; it felt both unnecessary and wrong, as though their like minds shared the precise notion that mere words held no chance of conveying their awe.


    Finally, it was Andy who slid the cardboard box full of tapes over to Charlie and said, in what was all but a breathless whisper: “Dude, there’s like ten more of these babies in here.”


	



    2


    Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


    Hours earlier


    Andy Franklin and Charlie Hall sat against the wall of the parking garage, passing a Gatorade bottle (pure Gatorade it wasn’t; more than half was vodka) between them. Initially, they’d been far too eager to sit, and instead paced in small circles, passing the bottle, swigging generously, treasuring the vodka’s warmth in their bellies against the cold. Treasuring the vodka’s ability to numb any initial apprehension. Sure, they’d met with the man before, had purchased from him before, therefore their apprehension shouldn’t have been as strong as the first time.


    Except this time was much, much different.


    He’d contacted them via instant messenger the night before. Well past midnight, as he always did. And they were of course awake and together, on a school night, as they always were. Andy Franklin and Charlie Hall were seldom apart. Outcasts, they clung to one another like lifeboats, the raging sea their high school life, their family life, their life-life.


    The instant messenger exchange, signaled by the familiar bu-beep! from Andy’s PC idling on his bedroom desk as the two boys lay on the floor, staring up at the ceiling, discussing their hatred for the world and all those who inhabited it, went something like:


    HA490312: You boys awake? I got something you’re definitely gonna want. Trust me.


    They had exchanged looks. He’d sold them more than enough treasures in the past to make them happy, but always with an indifferent salesman’s ploy. Take it or leave it, he’d all but said in past exchanges. To hear him sound downright anxious, well, it made Andy and Charlie downright eager.


    Andy had responded quickly, fingers clacking hard on the keyboard.


    AF5/23/75: Yeah we’re awake. Why? What do you got?


    One might assume at quick glance that AF5/23/75 was a combination of Andy Franklin’s initials and birth date. Except the math didn’t add up. If Andy had been born in 1975, that would have made him forty-seven and not the eighteen years he was.


    Still, the date was a birthday, just not Andy’s. And the initials? Technically accurate, except anything but his own. No, the “AF” in Andy’s handle stood for Arty Fannelli, the date of May 23, 1975, that followed Arty Fannelli’s presumed birthday (the actual birth date of Arthur Fannelli, privately adopted, was unknown). It was fitting to Andy that his instant messenger handle (though in reality, it was only really he and Charlie who chatted on it) be an homage to his idol. Just as Charlie’s handle on his PC was JF3/7/77—Jim Fannelli, March 7, 1977 (like his brother, James Fannelli too was privately adopted, his actual birth date unknown).


    HA490312: Don’t wanna say on here. You just gotta take my word that you boys are gonna want this BIG-TIME.


    They’d exchanged looks again, eyebrows raised with cautious optimism. The man (he never gave them his full name in past exchanges, just told them to call him “Hank”) was a slimy type, the kind of man who never tipped and was proud of it. But Hank had always delivered in the past…for the right price, that is.


    AF5/23/75: How much?


    HA490312: How much you got?


    They’d exchanged looks once again. Charlie confessed he had about forty bucks to his name; Andy, about fifty.


    AF5/23/75: Ninety bucks.


    HA490312: No fucking way. This is easily worth ten times that.


    AF5/23/75: How the fuck you expect us to get 1000?


    HA490312: Not my prob. All I’m saying is that you two freaks will cream your fucking pants over this shit. Hell, you’re lucky I’m coming to you first. I could probably sell it to the media for one hell of a tasty price.


    Back to the take it or leave it ploy. Except his bluff about the media was bullshit, and Andy and Charlie knew it. After a past exchange, when Charlie had decided to ask why Hank was selling to them and not to the media or the like, Hank had confessed, and with no great subtlety (an oily little smile had preceded the confession), that his past made it advisable to stay under the public’s radar. Couple that with the fact that the means by which he’d acquired past items for them was anything but legal and you had yourself a grown man who was now forced to bluff a shitty hand with teenagers.


    Charlie had told Andy he could almost assuredly steal a few hundred from his dad’s dresser tomorrow morning after his father left for work. Andy had said he could likely grab whatever was under his mother’s mattress in the next room, grab it tonight, in fact; the drunken bitch wouldn’t stir.


    AF5/23/75: We can probably manage five hundred.


    There had been a lengthy pause in Hank’s reply, Andy and Charlie sitting in excruciating silence, eyes never leaving the monitor. Occasionally, the screen would flash an ellipsis next to Hank’s handle, signifying that he was typing his reply, only to have no reply appear, indicating almost assuredly that Hank had several times typed his answer and then changed his mind, deleting his response.


    Finally…


    HA490312: Get six hundred together and it’s yours.


    They hadn’t exchanged a look this time. And when Andy immediately typed his reply, Charlie had said nothing. Somehow, they would find the money.


    AF5/23/75: Deal.


    HA490312: Same place as always. Tomorrow night. 11.


    AF5/23/75: See you then.


    Except now it was past midnight. The bottle of Gatorade and vodka was nearly gone. The initial excited pacing had transitioned to slumped, dejected seats against the parking garage wall, fearing that Hank might have found another buyer who was willing to pay more, the six hundred dollars they had managed to scrounge up sitting in Andy’s pocket little consolation, their vodka buzzes becoming headaches.


    They stood, Andy dumping the remainder of the booze, then angrily tossing the bottle as far as he could, the sound of hollow plastic hitting then skittering across concrete echoing in the distance of the mostly empty garage.


    And then, like a final, unnecessary slap to a beaten man, the bottle began to roll back towards them, as if telling Andy—reminding him—that he could not even do that right. Do anything right. And by God didn’t that rolling little bottle have his mother’s voice now? Slurring in her drunkenness? Rattling off such constants that it was his fault his father had left? That it was his fault she couldn’t find a decent man? That it was his fault she barely ever got laid? And, for those times when she actually did bed a man, and the man inevitably never called again, that it was his fault for ruining her vagina (her “cock pit,” as she so charmingly put it)?


    And of course the one night when he was eleven, while she’d been so inebriated and frustrated with her lack of success at acquiring a mate earlier at the bar, that she’d stumbled into the house and insisted that the least his useless little ass could do was pleasure her, only to be beaten and berated more so afterwards for doing such a poor job, to be told that he damn well do better next time. And there were next times. Things getting especially horrific when puberty set in at thirteen and Andy Franklin’s penis had grown significantly.


    Andy did not let the bottle finish its rolling descent back towards them. He ran after it, meeting its return halfway with a definitive stomp, crushing the bottle once and hard, and then again and again, and again after that.


    Charlie looked on, likely assuming disappointment at Hank’s no-show was the impetus for his friend’s raging display right now. And why not? While Andy and Charlie kept few secrets from one another, there were still some that would stay locked away forever.


    Squealing tires and a sudden blast of headlights approaching in the dimly lit parking garage stopped Andy cold. He stood stock still, eyes transfixed on the approaching headlights like the metaphorical deer—had the deer been stomping a plastic Gatorade bottle flat while envisioning his mother’s skull, that is.


    The car, an ugly green late model Oldsmobile, patchworks of rust spilling into one another on one side, pulled sharply into a spot and sat idling for a moment. Blue-gray smoke plumed from the corroded exhaust pipe to add to the visual of the car’s neglect.


    Andy and Charlie knew the shitty car well. Knew its owner as much as they cared to. Hank was a friend to them like a drug dealer was to an addict. And like the addict who was jonesing for his fix, Andy scowled and splayed his hands when the driver’s side car door creaked open and Hank, all three hundred slovenly pounds of him, lumbered out.


    “What the hell, man?” Andy said. “You said eleven. It’s past midnight.”


    Hank, breathing heavy—always breathing heavy—looked at Andy and gave his own splay of the hands. “You want I should go, Cinderella?”


    Andy spotted a ketchup stain—or some kind of red sauce, salsa maybe—on Hank’s beige tee, and a blob of the stuff in the spindly scruff of his blond goatee. Had to stop first and get your tenth meal of the day, didn’t you, you fat fuck?


    Still, he had to play nice. “No,” was all Andy said. Charlie approached and stood next to his friend.


    “Fucking right ‘no,’” Hank said, shuffling towards them. “I’m doing you sick little freaks a favor here. When you see what I’ve got, you’ll be on your knees thanking me I’m letting it go for only six hundred. And when I say on your knees…” He wagged his tongue and gave a lecherous grin.


    Charlie winced as though smelling something awful. “You’re sick, dude.”


    Andy’s face was of equal disgust. “Just show us what you’ve got, man.”


    “You got the money?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Lemme see it.”


    Andy didn’t hesitate. Unless Hank had a gun (he’d never shown them one before, and he was the type who would somehow find an excuse to brandish it in a “look how badass I think I am” kind of way), the idea that the fat bastard could snatch their money and run was laughable; he’d be winded before he even got back to the driver’s side door.


    Andy pulled out the roll of cash. “Six hundred.”


    Hank held out his palm. “Give it here, so I can count it.”


    “No. Show us first.”


    Hank dropped his thick arm to his side. He studied them a moment. In the past, he’d never been this tricky. Rude and crude, yes, but the transactions were always quick and neat.


    Considerations flew briefly through Andy’s mind before settling on only one: what the rude, crude, fat bastard had in his trunk must truly be something special, otherwise Andy and Charlie would be coughing in a cloud of blue-gray exhaust right now, watching the tail of his shitty Oldsmobile pull away, transaction complete.


    Andy fought to hide his eagerness. “How about I count it in front of you?” he asked. “Does that work?”


    “Go on then,” Hank said.


    Andy did. Finished, he said: “Satisfied?”


    Hank nodded once, smiled, and said: “Follow me, girls.”


    • • •


    Hank popped his trunk. Inside, amongst the clutter that surprised neither Andy nor Charlie (bags of clothes, crumpled fast-food bags, porno mags, soda cans), was a large cardboard box, the top flaps folded, but not taped, shut.


    “Thar she blows,” Hank said, gesturing to the box.


    Both Andy and Charlie cautiously pecked their heads forward as though looking down onto something that was ticking.


    “Thar what blows?” Charlie asked.


    “Booty,” Hank said. “Booty for freaks like you, that is.”


    Andy looked Hank up and down, stopping firmly on his gut. “Yeah, you’re not one to indulge at all.”


    Hank’s upper lip curled. “At least my indulgences are sane.”


    “So, what’s in the box?” Charlie asked.


    “To be honest, I could only stomach two of them,” Hank replied. “The rest could be romantic comedies, for all I know.”


    Andy and Charlie exchanged a curious frown.


    “What the hell are you talking about?” Andy said.


    “Want me a PlayStation 5 when it hits,” Hank said. “Except they don’t come cheap, you know. With the new enhanced VR they’re pimping, it’ll be goddamn close to a grand a console and worth it, too, from the advanced clips they’re showing online.”


    Andy and Charlie exchanged another curious frown.


    “You lost us, dude,” Andy said.


    “I want that new PlayStation,” Hank said. “Money’s tight, though.”


    Andy shook his head. “Dude, we told you; six hundred was the most we could scrounge—”


    “So,” Hank continued, holding up a hand. “I thought of you freaks and those two psychos you’re in love with. Went back to that old house way the fuck west, near Pittsburgh, where I dug and found all that other shit you paid me for. The house where their mama lived. Place is still there, still all boarded up, if you can believe it. Don’t know why they just don’t bulldoze the fucking thing and build over it already.


    “Either way, hurrah for me, because I decided to trek back and dig again. Really dig, I mean. I figured there might be something I missed the first time around, you know? I certainly found some goodies the police themselves missed, didn’t I?” He grinned. “Fifty bucks for a stale old pack of smokes that might have been theirs…” He shook his head and looked at them one at a time. “You fucking weirdos.”


    “They were his,” Charlie said defiantly. “It was the exact brand Jim Fannelli smoked.”


    Though neither of them were smokers, both Andy and Charlie had ceremoniously smoked one cigarette each—inhaling every single drag and fighting back the coughing and dizziness that followed—in honor of James Fannelli, before shrink-wrapping the pack and securing it alongside the rest of their memorabilia.


    “Him and a million other folks,” Hank said, still grinning and shaking his head. “Still, I went digging the other night. Dug long and hard—”


    Wait for it, Andy thought.


    “—that’s what she said.” His grin was prideful now, as if he’d been the first to come up with the banal one-liner.


    Face and voice flat, Andy steered him back. “You went digging the other night…”


    Hank nodded. “Went digging and found these beauties here.” He gestured towards the cardboard box again.


    “And is there any chance you’re ever going to tell us what they are?” Andy asked.


    Hank stuck out his lower lip, considering his reply. He eventually settled on: “Tutorials?”


    “What do you mean?” Charlie asked.


    Hank finally opened the box. Inside were a bunch of VHS tapes, maybe ten or so. Andy had seen VHS tapes before in pics online, but never in person. Why would he? VCRs were relics; VHS tapes, accessories to relics.


    “VHS tapes?” Andy said.


    Hank raised an eyebrow. “Check you out.” He grabbed a tape from the box and held it up. “Would have thought I’d have to explain these things to you young’uns. Some of the best damn porn I ever seen was on good ol’ VHS.”


    Charlie flicked his chin towards the black plastic tape in Hank’s hand. “So, is that what those are? Porn?”


    Hank frowned. “Hell no. If it was porn, I’d keep it for myself. No, it’s just like I said it was: tutorials.”


    Andy was growing impatient. “And just what the hell does that mean?”


    Hank put the tape back in the box, closed the cardboard flaps, and then tapped the box with his thick finger. “In this box here, boys, are actual home movies your psycho heroes made, chronicling all of their fucked-up exploits…I shit you not.”


    • • •


    Hank recently gone, cloud of blue-gray exhaust dissipating, Andy Franklin and Charlie Hall had stood dazed in the empty parking garage, a cardboard box filled with VHS tapes in Andy’s arms, a battered VCR with cables dangling from it in Charlie’s. They stood dazed…and they stood barefoot.


    With no more money to spare, and no clue how they might find themselves a VCR tonight—and they damn sure were going to watch the videos tonight—they’d traded their shoes to Hank for the VCR he’d brought along in his trunk. The slippery asshole had counted on the boys needing one, and since they had no more money to spare, Hank had stated that their shoes might fetch him a decent price, certainly enough to cover the expense of the crappy VCR.


    And so for a good minute, neither of the two boys spoke. They didn’t even look at one another. This particular autumn in Philadelphia seemed to be in a hurry to get to winter, yet the unforgiving chill of the concrete beneath their bare feet went unnoticed. It was as though they’d acquired some supernaturally powerful artifact that granted them immunity from the elements.


    And this was not far off from the truth, at least as far as they were concerned. If the remaining tapes in the box (while Hank certainly didn’t have the crappy VCR wired up in his Oldsmobile, he did have his own system wired up at home, and he’d had the presence of mind to film snippets of the two tapes he’d watched on his smartphone when they demanded some sort of confirmation before forking over the six hundred) contained what they were supposed to contain, then Andy Franklin and Charlie Hall had acquired the goddamn Ark of the Covenant.


    When the spell broke, and they finally looked at one another, there was no giddiness, no smiles. Only a devout sense of purpose on their faces. As though after years of worship and toil, they had finally been granted the key. Several keys, in fact, each of them encased in a small black rectangular box to show them the true way.


    The future was blindingly bright.
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    Caleb Lambert had his first wet dream at thirteen. He wept after. Ignorance as to what had physically transpired with his developing body was not the cause of his distress. He knew about wet dreams.


    What had terrified Caleb was the psychological component that had fueled his unconscious ejaculation. He’d dreamt about strangling a woman.


    • • •


    When Caleb Lambert was seventeen, he lost his virginity. It had not been his idea. Quite the opposite, in fact. Katy, his longtime girlfriend, nearly had to beg him to do it. Beg him to do anything sexual, in fact.


    No, that wasn’t exactly true. Caleb happily serviced Katy in all the ways he knew how. At first Katy had thought she’d died and gone to heaven, high school boys being the notoriously selfish lovers they are. Except before long, Katy began to descend from her cloud, the weight of her descent caused by a constant theme in their physical relationship: Caleb would never allow her to return the favor. Countless times she would reach for his penis while in the throes of passion, only to have her hand caught by the wrist—gingerly, though; never rough—and guided away. And the excuse was always the same when she asked him why. “I’m fine,” Caleb would tell her. “I want to make you happy.”


    Katy had expressed her concern to some of her friends. At first she was scolded for looking a gift horse in the mouth. A guy who insists on going down on you with nary a touch in return? The horror! Except as weeks became months became a year, no one could deny that it was now indeed a mystery. Gay? one of Katy’s friends had jokingly suggested. A small dick? another had quipped. Each, Katy thought, seemed as possible as the other. Secretly, however, she hoped it was the latter and not the former. Gay was unsalvageable. A small penis wasn’t. She loved Caleb; she could make it work.


    When the time did finally arrive—the night of their senior prom—she would find, to her great surprise and delight, that she had been very wrong. Caleb was anything but short-changed below the waist. Did that leave gay? Could have fooled her. Unless he was fantasizing about men, there could be no other explanation for his rigid manhood throughout.


    Only there was another explanation. Caleb had been fantasizing throughout, desperate to please the woman he truly did love. In order to maintain his erection (it had initially surfaced without trouble—he was a teenager, after all—it was the maintaining that was tricky), and then, agonizingly, in order to climax, Caleb had to think about strangling Katy while “making love” to her.


    And when it was over? When Katy rolled to her side of the bed, heart pounding, staring up at the ceiling dazedly with the smile to end all smiles? Caleb had wept. And when Katy rolled over to him and had asked what was wrong, Caleb lied. Told her he was simply overwhelmed to the point of tears. Told her he was happy in love; it had been worth the wait; and so on. Old-fashioned, yes. Maybe even a little corny. But his words still moved Katy. She too was happy in love.


    Caleb up and joined the Marine Corps the very next day, never once contacting Katy after.
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    Marine Corps Base Camp Lejeune


    Jacksonville, North Carolina


    Caleb Lambert, seated on his bed, swigged hard from the bottle of whiskey, handed it back up, and said: “No.”


    Private First Class “Swan” (freakishly long neck) took the bottle from Caleb and exchanged looks with Private First Class “Beet” (complexion like a Scottish sunburn), the three of them the only remaining Marines in their barracks, the others already in town, getting an early jump on the weekend.


    “Fucking told you,” PFC Beet said, snatching the bottle from Swan and taking a pull. “Could have left earlier. Now we’re gonna have to wait in line and listen to everybody give us shit about getting their seconds and thirds. Fucking told you.”


    Swan ignored Beet. “You don’t have to get your oil changed if you don’t want,” he said to Caleb. “Meet us out for drinks after.”


    Caleb shrugged, pulled a magazine out from under his bed, stretched out, and started reading. “Probably will,” he replied, eyes on his magazine.


    “He’ll probably stay here and change his own oil,” Beet said. “Probably to one of them guys in that magazine there.”


    Caleb laid the mixed martial arts magazine flat to his chest and looked up at Beet. “Come again?”


    “Maybe I’d have had the chance, if we’d left earlier.”


    Swan, playing peacemaker as he always did, still had to chuckle at Beet’s wit. “Whatever, Beet. Not like you’ve got enough money to pay for a second time anyway.”


    Beet pointed a finger at Caleb and said to Swan: “He don’t know that. For all he knows, I got enough saved to be rubbed and tugged ten times.”


    Caleb picked his magazine back up. “I never asked you guys to stay behind for me.”


    Beet flicked his chin Swan’s way. “Was that idiot’s idea. Like it is every damn time. No idea why he thought tonight would be any different. It’s pretty damn clear you prefer the pole to the hole.”


    Now it was Caleb who chuckled. He laid the magazine flat to his chest again. “What?”


    Beet showed Caleb his palms. “I’m all right with it, man. Corps says faggots are cool now, then I’m cool with it too.”


    “Don’t say that word,” Caleb said.


    “What word?”


    “Faggot. Don’t say it.”


    “Why the fuck not? Your kind still get offended by a little word?”


    “A: I’m not gay. B: My uncle is. It’s a derogatory word. Would you call Sunshine and Potluck the N-word?”


    Beet frowned. “Hell no. They’re my brothers.”


    “I love you too.”


    Swan continued as peacemaker. “All right, so that’s a definite ‘no’ then?” he asked Caleb.


    Caleb picked his magazine back up. “I’ll meet you guys out later.”


    Swan started for the door.


    Beet stayed put. He took another heavy pull from the whiskey bottle. “So, if you’re not a fagg—if you’re not gay, then what is it? You a virgin or something? You scared about your first time?”


    Caleb felt his temper start to flicker like a bulb trying for life. And that was okay. Flickering was okay. He’d been taught in therapy to keep the light flickering, never allowing it to fully shine. Because it had before, and the results were…unpleasant.


    It was only the knowledge of Caleb’s tragic past and two very empathetic parents who were willing not to press charges after what Caleb had done to their son. Charges that would have sent Caleb to juvenile detention center until his then-fifteen-year-old self was old enough to be tried as an adult. Charges that were tallied up in the amount of a broken jaw, nose, arm, and collarbone, in addition to some fine jack-o’-lanternly dentistry work.


    And such an incident had not been an outlier. There had been plenty of others, the charges accrued simply less staggering, the victims—some out of schoolyard code, some out of fear at the prospect of something worse to come—never pointing the finger Caleb’s way.


    And now, a different sort of finger was pointing Caleb’s way. Pointing right at him. Challenging him, insisting on knowing why he refused to indulge his impatient hormones like the rest of the barracks. To the simple-minded Beets of the world, the answers were simple. Caleb was either gay or scared. And Beet’s simple-minded world was partly correct this time. Caleb was scared. But not because he was a virgin, no. His reasoning ran far, far darker than anything Beet might possibly comprehend. And Caleb certainly wasn’t about to share it with him—though his fists might.


    “I’m not a virgin,” Caleb said.


    “And you say you’re not gay…”


    Caleb didn’t deign to reply this time.


    Swan grabbed Beet by the shoulder. “Come on, man, let’s just go. You were the one who was complaining about getting seconds or thirds.”


    Beet shrugged him off. Took another swig from the whiskey bottle. “So then what is it? You too good to go to a washy-wash like the rest of your brothers?”


    “So I’m your brother now?”


    Swan grabbed Beet’s shoulder again. “Would you come on?”


    Beet shrugged him off again and drilled his gaze into Caleb, studying him. His simple world had ruled out gay. It had then ruled out fear due to virginity. That left only one thing. Superiority. Like the abusive father who cuffs his ambitious son behind the head and barks, You think you’re better than your old man?, so too was Beet now all but cuffing Caleb behind the head, asking him whether he thought he was better than the rest of his outfit. And God help Caleb if he was. Gay and scared could be laughed off and ridiculed, both of them statuses incapable of challenging even the most hollow of egos like Beet’s. But superiority? Better than him? It was dick-measuring 101. And men like Beet had big fucking dicks, by God. No one would or could ever tell them otherwise.


    “Is that it, Lambert?” Beet went on. “You too good for the rest of your outfit?”


    Caleb looked Beet in the eye, firm but nonthreatening. “Absolutely not.”


    “Well, what is it then? Why won’t you just say why you don’t want to go? Why you never wanna go? Your dick broke or something? You got some kind of—what do they call it?—fetish? You need some kind of fucked-up shit to get it hard?” Beet laughed at his own wit.


    The bulb did not merely come to life but exploded with a surge of power too strong for it to contain.


    Caleb remembered little of the insanity that followed. No one, in fact, remembered. Both Beet and Swan were rendered unconscious, their memories fractured, Beet’s far more severely, Swan’s a result of trying to intervene, attempting to soothe the beast that destroys indiscriminately when its rage is full-tilt.


    No one remembered, yet the recipe for the atrocity was not difficult to make out for those who arrived on the scene and ultimately subdued Caleb, ultimately saved the lives of Beet and Swan.


    That recipe reading something like:


    Take one exceptionally pissed-off PFC Caleb Lambert.


    Add one habitually line-stepping PFC Derek “Beet” Johnson.


    Add one too-nice-for-his-own-good PFC Jacob “Swan” Burns.


    Mix with years of psychological torment and anguish.


    Pop in the oven and set to disturbing levels of rage.


    Wait (but not too long, never too long; if you don’t pull it from the oven in time, the strength of the primary ingredient will overpower the others, essentially ruining them beyond repair).


    Voila! Dinner is served. Enjoy your PFC Beet with multiple face and neck lacerations, courtesy of a broken whiskey bottle, a PFC Swan with a broken jaw and orbital bone, and a PFC Lambert with a one-way ticket home on a less-than-honorable-discharge casserole.


	



    5


    Kutztown University


    Kutztown, Pennsylvania


    Carrie Lambert lit the bong, sucked, pulled the slide, inhaled deep, held it, and then exhaled towards the ceiling. She then passed the bong over to her roommate, Jody, AKA “Jay.”


    It was only Carrie who insisted on calling Jody “Jay.” Throughout her childhood, Carrie’s treasured doll was named Jody. Serial killer Arthur Fannelli had persuaded Carrie to trade him the doll for a mere piece of candy well over a decade ago. Later, that same doll would be used as a pawn in abducting both Carrie and her younger brother, Caleb, bringing them to meet their equally abducted parents in what can only be described as a house of horrors.


    And sadly, unfathomably, that had only been the beginning.


    Carrie could even remember receiving her roommate assignment the summer before her freshman year. She’d called her mother in to see it. They’d both laughed. It seemed the thing to do. Then they stopped laughing and stood silent, staring at the laptop screen for a moment, Amy Lambert eventually rubbing her daughter’s shoulder, saying, “It’s only a name,” and then leaving the room. Both mother and daughter were left dazed for the remainder of the day, with Carrie going so far as to consider requesting a roommate change.


    Only she didn’t. Something inside her had suggested—no, actually risen up and insisted—that by changing roommates, it would allow the memories of the past to win. Such inner strength on her part had been admirable at the time.


    Too bad it was fleeting. And unbeknownst to Carrie, the cell phone vibrating on the pillow next to her, the screen requesting a FaceTime with “Mom,” was ready to drive that truth home.


    “Oh shit, it’s my mom. Do I look high?”


    Jay, tight lips and a puffed chest from holding in her recent hit, could only shake her head no.


    Carrie tapped her phone, and Amy Lambert’s face filled its screen. She looked neither happy nor angry. Very even. Businesslike. Carrie knew the look well. Did not care for it in the slightest.


    “Hi, Mom.”


    “Hi, Carrie.”


    Carrie, yet. When it wasn’t honey, or sweetheart, or even Care, but her full name, it was the siren alerting all to get to safety—storm’s a comin’, and her name is Hurricane Amy.


    Carrie did the dance anyway, hoping her eyes were not red from the weed, her voice not slurry from the vodka she and Jay had been drinking. Hard to project credibility to your mother when you were stoned and drunk at two o’clock on a Tuesday afternoon.


    “What’s up?” Carrie asked. “Why you calling so early?”


    “I just received a call.”


    “Oh yeah? Who from?”


    “Why are you in your dorm room?” Amy said instead. “Don’t you have class?”


    Oh, how Carrie loathed the dance. Her mother was prom queen of the fucking dance. Prom queen of not coming straight out with it, but instead posing baiting questions with the dreaded tone and lilt that plummeted the gut and reddened the cheeks of every child who’d known a mother since the dawn of time. Questions that really asked: Is there something you want to tell me?


    Whether it was the booze or weed or just good old youthful defiance, Carrie danced right on back, making her mother work for it. “Done for the day. Jay and I were just about to study.”


    “Studying during the day, huh? Wow. What were you about to study?”


    Hesitate and you’re done for. “Jay?” She looked towards her roommate, giving her mother her profile. “What are we going to study first?”


    Jay looked back with wide eyes. Then: “Theology.”


    Carrie closed her eyes and sighed. Jay’s major required a prerequisite class in theology. Carrie’s did not. Amy knew this.


    “Theology, huh?” Amy said.


    Carrie gave Jay a look. Jay winced and mouthed “I’m sorry.”


    Carrie brought her full face back to the phone for her mother. Defeated and without even trying, she simply said: “Yup—theology. I signed up for it yesterday. They make special midterm registration exceptions for people who doubt the existence of God after all the shit they’ve been through.”


    “Don’t you dare,” Amy said. “Don’t you dare go pulling that card every time you’re backed into a corner.”


    “Well, why don’t you try telling me what corner I’m backed into first, Mom? Fuck, you can never just come out with it, can you?”


    “Oh, your calling me on my methods gives you the justification to curse now, does it?”


    “What’s on your fucking mind, Mom? What the fuck did I do this time?”


    “It’s what you didn’t do, Carrie. You don’t think I know you haven’t been going to class?”


    “Fucking Pam…”


    Pam Reynolds. Daughter of Professor Avery Reynolds. Pam and Carrie went as far back as grammar school. Pam too was a student at Kutztown, her father a professor of world lit. Pam and Carrie seldom spoke, and not for lack of trying on Pam’s end.


    “Don’t you go blaming Pam. Pam had nothing to do with this. I got a call from Avery. Professors talk, you know. One might hear—one who has pulled an exceptional amount of strings to get you back into school after you failed out the first time—that you never, I repeat, and with no pleasure whatsoever, never attend class.”


    Carrie rolled her eyes, stood—Mom coming along for the ride on the phone—grabbed her cigarettes from the dresser, lit one, and exhaled demonstratively.


    “Still smoking too, I see,” Amy said with clear disgust.


    “Yeah, Mom. Just like Monica Kemp and Kelly Blaine—” She widened her eyes and made a spooky wooOOoo noise. “Maybe smoking will turn me into a psycho too.”


    Amy’s face changed. It was not anger or hurt, but an almost exhausted look of loss. “You’re unbelievable,” was all she said.


    Carrie felt a twinge of remorse. A moment of palpable silence followed.


    Carrie dropped her cigarette into a can of Coke and struggled to make eye contact with her mother. “I’m sorry, Mom. I’ll go to class, okay?”


    “Do what you want, Carrie. If you don’t go, I’ll know soon enough.”


    The twinge of remorse left. Now a twinge of annoyance. “Oh, yeah? How? Mr. Reynolds will tell on me again?”


    “No—because they’ll kick your ass out again…and then you’ll be back home with your brother.”


    Carrie was certain she heard wrong. “What?”


    “It’s the other reason I called, Carrie. Caleb’s back. For good.”


    Carrie’s head swam. She instantly imagined the worst, courtesy of her mother’s habit of not getting right to it. Caleb was back home for good? What did that mean? Back for good? For a fleeting moment, weed- and booze-induced paranoia had her entertaining the worst beyond reason. Back home for good. Dear God, back home in a box? Dead? No—no, of course not. Caleb had yet to be deployed. She cursed the paranoia, its ability to blunt reason. Besides, if her little brother had died, say in some tragic accident stationed out in—North Carolina? South Carolina? One of the Carolinas—her mother would have phoned in tears, hysterical. Still…


    “What do you mean, ‘home for good?’ Why? What happened?”


    Amy explained everything.


    “Oh my God…” Carrie whispered. Then: “I told you he was a time bomb, didn’t I? I told you the last thing my brother needed to be was a trained killer.”


    “Carrie, are you seriously going to start this now?”


    Another long pause. “No,” Carrie finally said. “Can I talk to him?”


    “He’s asleep. He’s been sleeping a lot since he got home.”


    “Tell him I love him.”


    “I will. Please start going to class, sweetheart.”


    Back to “sweetheart.” Always a good sign. Remorse tugged at her once again. “I will, Mom. Tell Allan I said hi.”


    “I will.”


    “I love you.”


    “I love you back.”


    Carrie smiled. A genuine smile. At that moment, she wanted her mother next to her. She wanted a hug and a kiss and to curl up into her mother’s lap, her mother absently stroking her hair as she always did while the two of them watched some terrible reality TV show together.


    More than anything, she wanted those memories alone, just once, without all of the others creeping their way in.
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    Doylestown, Pennsylvania


    Amy hung up and stood silent and unblinking in the kitchen. The phrase casualties of war kept repeating in her head.


    Casualties of war, all of them. Every damn one. And Father Time had not been their ally. No, he was proving to be a vindictive son of a bitch, the wounds of the past not scarring over as Amy had hoped, but ebbing their way towards infection. Towards infection no matter how much treatment they continually threw at it. And, oh, the treatment they threw—perhaps the only thing the Lambert family hadn’t tried yet was electric shock therapy.


    “Hey.” Allan Brown, Amy’s partner for the past eight years, their relationship forged from the hellfire they both endured at the hands of serial killer Kelly Blaine, stood behind Amy, gently placing a hand on her shoulder.


    Amy blinked it all away and faced Allan. “Hey.”


    “You okay?”


    “You hear all that?” she asked.


    “I wasn’t listening.”


    “Liar.”


    “Okay, I heard.”


    “She was high as a kite. Drunk too, I think.”


    “It is college, Amy.”


    Amy shot him a look and walked away. Went to the tea kettle and filled it in the sink.


    “I’m not justifying her behavior or anything,” Allan said.


    Amy set the kettle on the burner, a little harder than necessary. She spoke while pulling a mug and a box of tea from the cupboard. “Really? It sure sounds like you are.”


    He held up his hands. “I’m not—honey, I’m not. I’m just saying—”


    “So, by your logic, Jamie and Janine are getting wasted in Rhode Island right this minute, and that’s okay; Daddy’s cool with it.”


    He splayed a hand. “Are my girls experimenting? Probably. And yeah, I am cool with it. Isn’t that the whole point of the college experience?”


    Amy dropped a tea bag into her mug and put the box away. “Your girls get good grades. They’re on the dean’s list. They could be doing fucking heroin and spreading their legs for every frat boy who comes calling, and it wouldn’t matter.”


    “Whoa, who said anything about spreading their—”


    “My stellar child managed a zero-point-seven grade average her first time around. If it wasn’t for Avery Reynolds and his sympathy for Pennsylvania’s own Addams Family, she’d be sleeping in our basement right now, ditching class at community college instead of getting a second chance—a second chance that she seems keen on fucking up all over again.”


    “Don’t say that.”


    “Am I wrong?”


    “Don’t say Pennsylvania’s Addams Family.”


    The kettle whistled as though underlining her contempt. “Sorry—you prefer The Munsters?” She poured her tea.


    “Would you stop?”


    “What? It’s true, isn’t it? Our history, and now your history—welcome aboard, by the way—is hardly a secret to anyone.”


    A deep voice in the kitchen doorway: “Don’t seem to mind profiting from it, though, do you?”


    Amy and Allan spun Caleb’s way. He stood unkempt—tee shirt and sweatpants. Two inches shy of his father’s six-three, Caleb had still inherited Patrick’s broad shoulders. His dark eyes were another dead match for his father’s, with the notable exception that Amy always recalled her husband’s filling any room he entered with light. She could not, in all honesty, recall a time in the past decade that Caleb’s had projected anything but darkness. Today was no exception.


    “Hi, sweetheart,” Amy said. She put on a big, fake smile, as though the conversation she and Allan had been having, the one she knew Caleb had overheard, hadn’t occurred. It felt sad and wrong, yet for Amy Lambert, co-dependency for her kids these past ten years had joined taxes and death—no escape. “Can I get you anything?”


    “Don’t seem to mind profiting from it, though, do you?” Caleb said again.


    Co-dependency had numerous detours at its disposal when brutal honesty lurked. One of the more traveled routes being the ever-popular “don’t make waves lest we rock the unstable boat” detour. The 2008 version of Amy Lambert, the one who had yet to encounter Arty and Jim Fannelli and the multitudes of hell that followed, would have flared her nostrils in disgust at such behavior. A straight-shooter from birth, Amy was now learning the myriad of ways that grief remolded one’s personality out of what felt like survival, but that—in her private moments—she had to confess was nothing but good old fear.


    “Honey, let’s not get into that right now,” she said, the detour sounding cheap to her own ears for the split second before it was stuffed down to join the growing pile of suppressed truths that only knew freedom in her dreams—check, nightmares. “How about a nice cup of tea?”


    “I’ll take whiskey, if you’ve got it.”


    Amy and Allan exchanged a look, Caleb being under the legal age to consume alcohol clearly not the cause of their shared concern. It was the apparent want for it upon waking.


    “Kind of early for whiskey, isn’t it, champ?” Allan said.


    “Says who, ‘champ’?” Caleb replied flatly, Allan’s blatant try at camaraderie a big swing and a miss.


    “How about some coffee instead, honey?” Amy asked.


    “Fine.” Caleb walked into the kitchen and took a seat at the table.


    Amy looked at Allan, then gestured towards the coffee maker. He nodded back and began making a pot.


    “Sleep okay?” she asked her son, standing over him and rubbing a gentle hand over his short dark hair.


    He pulled away from her hand. “So, you’re not going to answer my question?”


    Amy took her time retrieving her tea from the counter before taking a seat across from Caleb, all of it seemingly innocuous, yet the brief delay a calculated act to prepare. She wondered whether the detours she’d become so fond of in recent years would demand a direct route now faced with the brooding young man seated across from her that still resembled her baby boy in appearance only. As for what stirred underneath that shell was anyone’s guess, including his own mother’s. That knowledge pierced her heart.


    “You want to know why I did what I did,” she said to Caleb. “The talk shows, the lectures, the novelization rights to our story…”


    “You did it for the money,” he replied point-blank. “What I want to know is why you act as though it’s some kind of burden. You open yourself up to the world, you can’t expect anonymity.”


    “I opened myself up. Me. Not you and your sister. You two were always off limits.”


    “Right—and your stipulations kept them all at bay. Christ, Mom, the media practically walked me and Carrie home from the bus every day.”


    Amy looked away.


    “In time, people would have forgotten about us,” Caleb said. “No one ever remembers the victims. Just the killers.”


    “Except we weren’t victims.”


    “Oh no? Dad’s gonna be pretty pissed off being in a coffin all this time.”


    Amy frowned. “Cheap shot, Caleb.”


    “You left the net wide open, Mom.”


    The doorbell rang.


    “I’ll get that,” Allan said quickly, hurrying to the door.


    Amy sipped her tea, swallowing heartache and frustration along with it. Caleb stood and went to check on the coffee Allan had been making.


    From the kitchen, Allan could be heard answering the door, greeting what turned out to be a solicitor, Allan then politely refusing, the solicitor not taking no for an answer, Allan growing increasingly frustrated, the solicitor growing increasingly rude.


    Caleb left the kitchen and started for the front door.


    Amy kicked back her chair and hurried after her son, just in time to see Caleb with a hand around the solicitor’s neck, running him backwards across their front lawn, sweeping his legs out from beneath him, the solicitor landing hard on his back, Caleb’s vise grip on the solicitor’s neck staying put, and then Caleb not pummeling the solicitor with his free hand as one might assume was to follow, but instead snatching the dangling, laminated badge that hung from the solicitor’s neck, the badge that—as the solicitor had smarmily informed Allan—stated that he had “a legal right to be at their door,” ripping the badge free, and then jamming it into the solicitor’s mouth, insisting both physically and verbally, that the solicitor eat the fucking thing.


    Both Allan and Amy finally managed to pull Caleb off, the solicitor scrambling to his feet seconds after, taking off down the street, only to return a short time later with the police.


    Caleb was taken away in handcuffs, appeasing the morbid curiosity of the increasing crowd in the neighborhood.


    • • •


    Back in the kitchen, Amy cried in Allan’s arms. Later that night, Caleb back home after the solicitor, oddly enough, told police he did not want to press charges (was probably some scam the guy was pushing, Allan had said), sleep eluded Amy for obvious reasons. Yet curiously, her son’s violent behavior towards the solicitor was not what occupied her mind the majority of the time. It was the conversation she’d started to have with her son at the kitchen table before the doorbell had rang.


    What Caleb had been insinuating at that table was nothing new; she’d had the same conversation with Allan a couple of times already: before she’d agreed to her very first appearance on a popular morning talk show years ago, and again after recently signing over more rights for another book deal detailing accounts of her experiences with all things psychopaths who fancied killing her and her family.


    The bulk of those conversations with Allan played back now as she struggled to find sleep:


    Amy: “In addition to being cathartic for me, let’s be honest; the money sure as hell helps. College funds for the kids. Caleb and Carrie’s therapy bills—our therapy bills—no longer need to be groaned over every month…”


    Allan: “I don’t care about the money. I would moonlight at Denny’s if I had to.”


    Amy: “Spoken like a man who knows he’ll never have to.”


    Allan: “Are you even aware of your hypocrisy?”


    Amy: “Come again?”


    Allan: “You bitch about the stigma your family’s under, and yet you continue to feed the world ammo.”


    Amy: “Our family was under a stigma before I first agreed to let someone put pen to paper about us.”


    Allan: “And you’re not fanning those flames with that paper?”


    Amy: “I’m telling our story—our story—not theirs. That’s the difference. That’s the catharsis.”


    Allan: “And I’m happy it’s therapeutic for you. I just feel the more you put out there, the more unwanted attention it will draw. And I’m not talking the usual shit.”


    Amy: “What do you mean?”


    Allan: “Serial killers themselves. How many letters have you received since you’ve been published? Every psycho behind bars wants to be your damned pen pal, hoping you’ll use your celebrity status to talk about them next. You could be putting us in danger.”


    Amy: “From men behind bars?”


    Allan: “From sicko groupies. Kelly Blaine had no trouble finding some.”


    Amy: “They were drug addicts.”


    Allan: “But groupies are out there. Unstable people who might be urged to do something dramatic as an homage to their idols. Or how about serial killers who’ve yet to be caught? Killers whose need for notoriety outweighs their want for anonymity? You and I both know that what does a good number of these killers in is their need for fame and recognition. The Fannelli brothers knew this. They were as…prolific as they were because they never sought the limelight. They were only caught because—”


    Amy: “They were caught because they fucked with the wrong family.”


    A dutiful pause and nod from Allan. Then…


    Allan: “What I mean is, there could be someone out there right now, right this second, who’s murdered countless times and who, worst of all, has been getting away with it. The police have nothing but a trail of bodies. And this killer delights in that knowledge, that he’s outwitting the police. Except soon that knowledge isn’t enough. Soon he needs the world to know too. He needs the world to know that he was smarter than everybody. Better than everybody. That the only reason he was caught was because he allowed himself to be caught…under one condition, of course. That you tell his story.”


    Amy: “And in the years I’ve been doing this, I’ve had how many of these psychos ringing my doorbell?”


    Allan: “Nice attitude, Amy. You of all people should know bad luck is your soulmate.”


    Amy: “Fuck you, Allan.”


    A guilty pause from Allan this time.


    Allan: “I’m sorry—that was very uncool. But you have to admit, the prospect of such a thing is real. Especially the groupie angle. Fledgling killers who are just—forgive the pun; it is not meant to be in bad taste—getting their feet wet.”


    Amy: “…”
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    They’d watched only two more tapes since the first. It was maddening not to binge watch all of them into the wee hours of the morning, but they’d both agreed their prize was too great, and such a great prize deserved to be portioned out and savored with fresh eyes each and every time.


    As for this afternoon, eager to leave school for an entirely different reason than the norm (the bullying, ever present, seemed to bounce right off today, a cardboard box with ten VHS tapes waiting for them at home their armor, that armor coated with a promising shine that assured them their time was coming), they’d rushed home and replayed the first tape.


    The first minute of the first tape, to be precise. And from there they’d paused it. Paused it at the precise moment both brothers leaned forward in their chairs towards the camera. Save for the dated quality of the VHS tapes, which was out of their hands (they certainly couldn’t bring the tapes somewhere in an attempt to get them remastered onto a disk), the paused image on Andy’s television set in his bedroom gave them a damn good visage of the infamous brothers.


    Certainly enough to begin modifications on one another.


    Charlie was first. And a relatively easy one at that. Jim Fannelli always had a shaved head. That meant Charlie Hall would now always have a shaved head. Out came the clippers. Ten minutes of buzzing—excited, nervous giggles throughout—and Charlie Hall no longer had hair. And Andy, seizing upon something he’d noticed Arty consistently doing to his little brother throughout the three tapes they’d watched thus far, immediately ran his hand back and forth over Charlie’s buzzed head with a devilish grin.


    Charlie’s transformation couldn’t stop there, though. And the next one would not be so easy a fix. Jim Fannelli was fairly muscular. Charlie Hall was not. Worse still, Charlie was scrawny. If he’d been more on the pudgy side, a few layers of cleverly worn clothing might have been able to convince many that his girth was more muscle than fat.


    Scrawny, however, was not so easy a fix with clothing, and Charlie had certainly tried in the past, ironically with the layers approach, hoping to create the appearance of girth as opposed to minimizing it. Even when school was heading towards its end, and May and June produced classrooms like bath houses, Charlie never dared strip his layers.


    Not that it did much. Especially during gym time when uniforms—standard shorts and T-shirts—were mandatory, and it was open season on Charlie’s bony frame, both on the field and in the showers. In the showers where, in tenth grade, Charlie had flat-out refused to shower with his classmates, as the gym teacher had insisted he do. And for once, his scrawny frame was not the issue. Charlie was a late bloomer. In tenth grade, his baby-bare genitalia was still the size it had always been for as long as he could remember.


    The gym teacher had left matters in Charlie’s classmates’ hands, who were all too happy to oblige, the gym teacher disappearing into his office while those matters were sorted. And after their shocking—and delighted—discovery of Charlie’s lack of development, his classmates simply could not leave matters at a mere naked toss into the showers amongst a chorus of laughter. No, they needed the whole school to know Charlie’s shame.


    And so Charlie was dragged out of the locker room, kicking and flailing to no avail, where he was then paraded up and down the halls for all to see. By the time a teacher had intervened, Charlie had stopped resisting, had in fact gone into a sort of trance, retreating into himself. He never spoke a single word for the rest of the day, even to Andy.


    Worse still, if it could get any worse, when Charlie’s parents had been alerted to what had transpired, nothing was done. No outrage had been expressed, no demands that the perpetrators, the gym teacher in particular, be reprimanded. Charlie was simply brought home; his mother, a woman who lived under constant fear of her domineering husband, had offered no support, and his brutish father, constantly ashamed of his son’s diminutive stature, had graced Charlie with one and only one visit that day as Charlie wept silently in his bedroom. “Get over it. Kids fuck around. Maybe the experience will finally grow some hair on your balls,” his father had said.


    And though physically developed below the waist now, Charlie’s frame was still unforgiving in its development. He would need to bulk up if he wished to match the stature of his idol, Jim Fannelli. But how? It wasn’t like he hadn’t tried before, giving up almost immediately each time when his lack of strength seemed like a mountain so high its peak could not be seen from any distance.


    But that was then. Now, the same cardboard box filled with VHS tapes that had granted them their day’s armor had granted Charlie a greater will. He and Andy had decided it was time for Charlie to embark on a serious program. Pullups and pushups (and they’d shared a great laugh when mentioning pushups, recalling the contents of the game the Fannelli brothers had played on the man in the first video) and constant force-feeding were in order. They’d even shoplifted a tub of high-protein weight-gain powder from a local vitamin shop, through which Charlie vowed to chug at every conceivable opportunity.


    Andy’s transformation was an easier one. Arty Fannelli was slim with dark hair. Andy was slim with dark hair. While it might have seemed a relief to Andy that his metamorphosis would require less work, it was actually a disappointment; he wanted to put forth more of an effort towards his change. He’d felt like the kid with the crappy Halloween costume.


    So they’d settled on tattoos.


    After researching the best methods used by prisoners on the internet, they stayed up late that night and carved into one another with razor blades and pen ink. “Arty” on Andy’s shoulder, “Jim” on Charlie’s.


    Things were coming along nicely. They were now ready to watch the next tape. Better yet, they were beginning to plot their first outing as the new Arty and Jim Fannelli.
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    “Honey? Caleb? Where are you going?”


    Caleb finished zipping up his father’s Penn State hoodie and told his mother: “Just out for a bit.”


    “Out where?” And then, with a curious scrunch of the eyebrows: “Out how?”


    He scrunched his eyebrows right back. “What do you mean?”


    “How are you going to get where you’re going?”


    “I called a cab.”


    “A cab to where?”


    “I don’t know. Out.”


    “You want to borrow the car?”


    “I might grab a drink somewhere.”


    Amy inched closer to her son. “You’re underage, Caleb.”


    “I’ve got ID.”


    “Oh do you? Help me out here; what would you suggest a mother do when her underage son with a fake ID—an underage son who’s damn lucky he’s not in jail after recently beating the crap out of a solicitor—casually tells her he’s going out drinking?”


    Caleb only stared at her.


    “I can say ‘no,’ you know,” Amy said.


    “Are you?”


    She hesitated. To flat-out deny her son, end of story, or dig deeper? “If you want a drink, you can have one here. I’ll have one with you.”


    “Pass.”


    The familiar pain in her heart started to burn. Perhaps he might feel better talking to a man?


    “What if Allan went with you? You could have a guys’ night out.” It felt lame the moment it left her lips. Was she really suggesting her underage son and—


    (and who? Just who exactly is Allan to you, Amy? The status of your relationship is as trivial as the status of your son’s current mental state, and not for Allan’s lack of trying to gain some clarity on the subject)


    —Allan go out boozing together like a bunch of old college buddies getting together for a night of laughs?


    “Pass,” Caleb said again.


    “What if you get caught?” Amy tried. Flat-out denying her son, while a perfectly justifiable option, felt like a cheap win; she would gain no satisfaction from it whatsoever. In fact, it shamed her to even think of stripping the situation down to winning and losing—no matter what ended up being recorded in the win/loss column, it would feel like a loss.


    Caleb shrugged. “Then I get caught.”


    There was a honk from outside.


    “My cab’s here,” Caleb said. “Can I go or not?”


    “Will you at least call?”


    “Call you from the bar?”


    It had felt like the thing to say, and like the suggestion that he and Allan go out drinking together, this too felt as lame as ever the moment it left her lips. Had this been a nineteen-year-old Carrie before her, there would have been zero second-guessing. “Absolutely not” would have been out of Amy’s mouth without hesitation. But then, hadn’t she always had that type of relationship with Carrie? Carrie pushing with Amy pushing back harder? Carrie’s intentions an open book, carrying nary a hint of mystery from the day she was born? If the squeaky wheel ever existed, it was Carrie Lambert. And the squeaky wheel, in Amy’s experience, required more discipline than analysis to manage.


    Caleb had always been the antithesis of the squeaky wheel. Except to Amy, her son’s quiet, introverted nature held little mystery, did not require deep analysis. He was a sensitive, loving boy through and through.


    And then a thought burned her heart that much deeper: Perhaps the introvert needed more consideration than the squeaky wheel. The quiet, unassuming lack of burden that was Caleb Lambert the equivalent of some growing secret kept under wraps for years, going whichever direction it wanted without structure, raising no alarms—until it was too late.


    Again, managing her two children had been night and day, even after the horror they’d endured. Carrie suffered on the outside. Nightmares, outbursts, defiance, bad grades, substance abuse.


    Caleb, more often than not, carried himself as though he’d endured no such horror. Both he and Carrie had, of course, lost the same father. Had, of course, experienced similar hells. But hadn’t Caleb’s hell been that much worse than Carrie’s? Losing a father figure in Domino after Patrick? Then—oh God, then—being forced to bludgeon a man to death when he was nine? Nine? Oh God, had the squeaky wheel that was Carrie diverted her attention from a boy who was actually squeaking far louder within the shell of its seemingly stable structure? Imperceptible to all unless you really looked?


    No. No. None of this was news to Amy. None of it. She worried constantly about the mental health of her baby boy. Sent him to countless therapists, even his beloved Dr. Bogan. And what had their consensus been? Dr. Bogan’s consensus? Caleb was fine. The boy just processed things differently. Expressed things differently than his sister.


    And your consensus, Amy? What had your consensus been all that time? What’s your consensus now? How well do you really know your son? Really know him?


    And then a final poker, glowing bright orange from the coals of her doubt, plunged and singed impossibly deeper into her chest. All her studies since becoming a worldwide bestseller. All her knowledge, never mind experience, on evil, how the sinister mind basically fell into the two categories of born or made, or both. How the psychopath could routinely fool society by emulating normal emotions it simply did not possess. Fool professionals. Fool her. Her son had been born good; she knew that much in the deepest regions of her soul. But made? Had her son been made into…?


    Amy could not even complete the thought. Her pain now spread like a flu—guilt and sorrow and helplessness and countless more all blending together and pumping generous amounts of sickness throughout her body. Her eyes filled with tears. And when Caleb said, stoically, and with the same flat affect that had been his face for the past several


    (forever?)


    years, “Don’t cry, Mom,” and then turned and left, Amy lost it.
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    Roughly twenty-five miles north from the city of Philadelphia, Doylestown was a thriving town in suburban Bucks County, Pennsylvania, its prosperous town center boasting no shortage of upscale bars and restaurants.


    Caleb wanted nothing to do with them. And not for the likely reason that his fake ID would be scrutinized more heavily at such places. He wanted a dingy place where he could sit and drink in silence. A place where mention of the word “ambience” would likely be mistaken for “ambulance”—and to haughtily mention the place’s distinct lack of the former would quite possibly find you traveling to a hospital in the latter. Caleb wanted a dive bar.


    And he told the cab driver this. And the cabbie, after a curious look, after considering the sizeable home and affluent neighborhood from which he’d picked Caleb up, ultimately shrugged and obliged.


    And so after a good fifteen-minute drive to a seedy little dwelling nestled in a seedy little town, Caleb finally got what he was after and was soon tucked away in a dimly lit nook at the end of the bar (the bartender did not even bother to check his ID), where he began taking his preferred choice of medication to quiet his addled mind.


    • • •


    It was perhaps four or five rounds later when the young woman took a seat next to him. Her presence was no great shock to Caleb; he’d spotted her making the rounds of the bar the moment he’d taken a stool. He’d initially chalked it up to her being a barfly, the type who hit up every man drinking alone in hopes of being offered a free drink. In Caleb’s—albeit limited—experience, every dive bar seemed to have one.


    Only this woman was young and attractive. And again, in Caleb’s limited experience, these types tended to look how you would expect: as weathered as the bar itself. And there was something else curious about the woman he’d noticed: she did not seem interested in obtaining a drink from the men she approached. Did, in fact, seem keener to disappear outside with them for a short spell, only to enter the bar once again and quickly make her way out back with the bartender hot on her heels, emerging from the back a minute later to do the dance again with any patron who was willing.


    Limited experience or not, Caleb need not be a regular in such a place to deduce that the girl was a prostitute and the bartender her pimp.


    But so young and attractive? This bothered Caleb. She could have been his age. Perhaps younger.


    “What are you doing all tucked away in the corner by yourself, Mr. Quiet Guy?”


    Caleb shrugged. “Drinking.”


    “You always drink alone?” she asked.


    His father had been a diehard Simpsons fan. Therefore Caleb became a diehard Simpsons fan. Had every season on DVD and could quote damn near any episode verbatim.


    And so when the young woman asked him whether he always drank alone, he took the opportunity to quote one of his favorite lines from the show, that line being Homer’s response to Marge’s growing concern about his drinking, Marge wondering whether he often drank alone.


    “Does the Lord count as a person?” Caleb quoted.


    The girl laughed. It seemed genuine too, not a transparent, fawning gesture she undoubtedly used to expedite her ulterior motive.


    “No,” the girl replied, still laughing.


    Holy shit, Caleb thought. She unknowingly served it right back.


    “Then, yes,” Caleb replied, just as Homer had, feeling a sense of silly pride he believed his father would have appreciated. And this, of course, brought on the all-too-familiar feeling of loss.


    And if you asked Caleb, the loss was stronger towards the notion of what could have been as opposed to what had been. Caleb was very young when Patrick died. Concrete memories grew fuzzier with each passing year, recall demoted to what felt like passing moments of déjà vu or a pleasant dream you felt more than remembered upon waking. Yes, the true loss, according to Caleb, was for what could have been. Because although he struggled to recall, what Caleb felt in his heart was that what had been had been wonderful, and what could have been had held the unquestionable potential to be more so.


    Caleb gulped the shot of whiskey before him and chased it with three deep swallows from his bottle of beer, polishing it off. Gonna need a refill on this prescription, doc. Starting to get those emotion things again. He waved the bartender over.


    “What’s your name?” the girl asked.


    “Caleb.”


    “You look sad, Caleb.”


    He stared at her. Was “I can cheer you up, if you let me” coming next, or was she simply making an


    (astute)


    observation?


    “I am sad,” he decided to say, not caring that he was assuredly giving her the exact reply she was hoping for. Truth was, he was just drunk enough to consider accepting any offer that might come his way. Truth was, he would accept it, not to get his rocks off, but to see whether he could get his rocks…without fantasizing about hurting anyone.


    Only she didn’t come back with the line he’d expected. She delved deeper. Not the speediest of closers, Caleb mused. And here he’d thought prostitution was all about high turnover.


    “Why so sad?” she asked.


    Caleb laughed. He couldn’t help it. Get comfortable, my dear, he felt like saying, this could take a while.


    And if he had been so inclined to say as much, he never would have gotten the chance. The bartender appeared a second after. Tall and thin and fidgety, the man laughed along with Caleb as though he was in on the joke.


    “How’s it going, you two?” the man asked.


    “Good,” Caleb replied. “Can I get another round?” He turned towards the girl. “Do you want anything?”


    She went to reply but got no further.


    “What she wants is you, man,” the bartender said, leaning over the bar. He spoke in hurried whispers. His breath stunk of cigarettes. “Young, good-looking fella like you.” He looked at her. “Isn’t that right?” Again, not giving her a chance to reply, whipping his head back on Caleb: “Whaddya say, man? Whaddya you say?”


    Caleb’s desire to make arrangements with the girl conflicted with his immediate distaste for the bartender. He did not want to start any sort of trouble, but still could not resist fucking with the guy a little. He decided to play dumb.


    “Is that right?” Caleb asked the girl.


    She nodded and smiled.


    “Well, maybe you can give me your number and I can call you sometime.”


    The bartender leaned in further over the bar, not even trying to hide his sudden annoyance. “No—dude, dude; she doesn’t want to go on a date with you.”


    “I don’t understand,” Caleb said.


    The guy snorted. “Jesus, man; what fucking planet are you from?”


    Caleb finally held up a hand. “Relax, man; I was just joking around. Yes—yes, I would like some time alone with her.”


    The bartender snorted again, unamused. “Fifty bucks,” he said.


    Caleb started for his pocket.


    “Not in here,” the bartender said quickly. Then, under his breath, hardly moving his lips: “Outside. You pay her. You try to run afterwards without paying, and I’ll find you. Got it?”


    “Got it.”


    “Hurry up.”
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    The girl had a white van. Or, Caleb had initially thought, the bartender has a white van that the girl uses.


    But those thoughts were now miles away. Right now, Caleb’s thoughts were solely occupied with the fact that he’d lost his erection midway through.


    He’d been attracted to the girl. Was drunk enough to initially numb the dark thoughts that teased his mind and—shamefully, excruciatingly—his groin.


    Or so he’d thought.


    It had started well enough. He was very aroused for the first few minutes, achieving erection with no problem, maintaining it with no problem as she performed oral sex on him. There was even a moment when he thought he was golden, that he might actually start and complete the entire act without issue. That his experiment was a success, and that future successes could be achieved through simple conditioning of his body to accept what was right and reject what was wrong.


    That was until the girl stopped fellatio, lay back on the van floor, spread her legs, and invited Caleb to climb aboard. Told him she never did this for everyone unless they paid extra, a lot extra, but he was so damn cute and she was so damn horny, and though he couldn’t be sure, Caleb was fairly certain the rest of her offer went something like: So, how about taking advantage of this limited-time offer, Caleb, and get your ass over here and fuck me, and oh yeah, if you could please try to reach orgasm without fantasizing about or, God forbid, actually strangling the life out of me, I’d really appreciate it.


    Caleb’s erect penis literally wilted before her eyes.


    “Everything okay?” she asked.


    “Why did you do that?” Caleb said. “I was nearly there. I was nearly fucking there as it was. Why did you stop and make me think?” He tapped his head hard with his finger. “Why did you stop and allow it to creep into my fucking mind?” He slapped his head now. Hard. “Why did you let it creep?!” He slapped it again.


    She got to her knees. “Hey, hey, hey—stop. What’s wrong?”


    “Why did you stop?”


    She looked at him as though he’d asked her a riddle. “I was offering you something more.”


    Tears rimmed his eyes. “I was so close. I was almost done. Now I’m right back to where I was before.”


    She placed her hand on his shoulder. “Do you want me to go back to doing what I was before?”


    He nodded. It was too late, but he nodded all the same, dejected, like a child offered a consolation prize after losing the one he’d been after.


    She bent forward and placed his limp penis into her mouth. She worked vigorously at it to no avail.


    “Stop,” he said. “Just please…stop.”


    She looked up at him with what appeared to be true confusion, if not concern. “What is it?”


    Caleb inched back, dug into his pocket, and produced a wad of cash. He thrust it at her, not caring if it was more than fifty dollars. “Here, take it,” he said.


    “You don’t want me to finish?”


    “I’m done,” he said. The tears began to drip down his cheeks, yet he refused to cry.


    “What’s wrong?”


    He said nothing, just thrust the money at her again. “Just take it.”


    She ignored his money and began to get dressed.


    “What are you doing?” he asked.


    Dressed now, she shook her head. “I’ll tell him you changed your mind.”


    Caleb frowned. “He won’t buy that. He’ll think I finished and ran. Please, just take it.”


    “No.” She placed her hand on his cheek. “Keep your money. I hope you figure out whatever’s bothering you.”


    The clichéd hooker with the heart of gold? Really? It made him angry for reasons he couldn’t process. “Will you please just take the fucking money?”


    She only shook her head and opened the van door. “Time to go,” she said.


    Caleb hurried out of the van without another word.


    • • •


    Caleb sat on the curb across the street from the bar, drunk, head in his lap. He recalled an episode of one of those cop shows with sex offenders where a pedophile who did not want to be a pedophile took excessive amounts of hormone-altering drugs to stunt his libido. He wondered whether there was something like that for him.


    Abstinence was the first thing that came to mind. Good old abstinence. Time tested and true. For how long, though? How long could he resist? Like his mother—like every damn member of his family—Caleb was learned on the subject of the psychopathic mind. He could resist now, but for how long? How long before the urges became too great? Seized his mind completely and forced his hand.


    Oh God. He dropped his head into his lap again and wept.


    He heard the entrance door to the bar open, the transitory sound of music rising. Then the door banging shut, music along with it. Caleb raised his head and spotted her. Her body language seemed all wrong. When she lit a cigarette, and the momentary glow of the lighter illuminated her cheek, he spotted the welt.


    Caleb hopped to his feet and crossed the street without care for oncoming traffic.


    “What happened?” he asked.


    She turned her back on him. “Go away.”


    He walked in front of her and stood firm. “What happened to your face?”


    She only dragged hard on her cigarette, head down.


    “Let me see your face,” Caleb said. “Look at me.”


    She lifted her chin. It was not a slow, dramatic raise of the head, waiting for gasps of the audience to follow as the extent of the wound came into light. It was a sudden, jerky movement, her non-cigarette hand pointing to the wound as if to say: There! Fucking happy?


    “Who did that?” Caleb asked. “Did he do that? The bartender?”


    She said nothing. Just chuckled dryly, as one does when asked a stupid question, and drew hard on her cigarette again.


    “Why?” Caleb asked.


    She finally looked him in the eye. Her gaze was neither friendly nor mean. It was the hopeless look of a prisoner up for the parole they would never get. “Because I didn’t take your money. I made the cardinal sin of empathy. You think I’d learn by now.”


    Empathy. The irony here was painful to Caleb. Here was a girl conditioning herself to shun empathy out of necessity, out of survival. And here he was, hoping to condition himself to embrace his God-given empathy


    (because you do have it. You DO)


    above all else.


    Then why, goddammit? Why the urges to…


    He couldn’t even bring himself to finish the thought. He could, however, bring himself to continue to compare their plights. This girl was not made bad. Life had made her bad, just as life had made him…


    (Made you what?)


    Caleb dug into his pocket once again and produced a wad of cash. “Here.”


    “Will you just leave? Please?”


    “Take it,” Caleb said. “It’s the least I can do.”


    “Fuck off!”


    The entrance door to the bar opened, music rising. Out stepped the bartender. The door slammed shut behind him. Music gone. “The fuck is this all about?” He got in Caleb’s face. “What? You want another crack at her, kid? Hoping your dick will get hard this time?”


    Caleb could not rescue the girl from this life. Nor did he want to. This was no ridiculous fairy tale. No saving the hooker with the heart of gold. He did know one thing, though.


    He wanted to hurt this man.


    “I want to pay her,” Caleb said.


    “Pay me, you mean,” the bartender said.


    “Yes,” Caleb said.


    The bartender held out his hand.


    “Not here,” Caleb said.


    The bartender laughed. “Oh, so discretion is important to you now? Just give me the money and fuck off while you’ve still got the legs to do it.”


    Caleb turned and began walking towards the alley adjacent to the bar.


    “Hey!” the bartender called. “Where the fuck you think you’re going?”


    Caleb continued walking deeper into the alley, away from prying eyes.


    “Motherfucker…” the bartender mumbled, hurrying after him.


    The bartender reached Caleb and latched onto his shoulder, spinning him around. Caleb used the momentum to launch a right hook into the man’s jaw, dropping him cold, the man’s unconscious head ricocheting off the unforgiving concrete with a sickening crack, his body instantly going rigid as he seized up, eyes rolling back into his head, arms out in front like a man sleepwalking on his back.


    Caleb raised his heel and brought it down onto the bartender’s face, once, twice, and then a third time. The bartender’s body began to convulse. Caleb had once knocked a man cold outside a bar in North Carolina while enlisted. A fellow Marine who he’d been drinking with immediately told Caleb to roll the man onto his side so he would not suffocate on his limp tongue. Caleb did, and the two of them had hurried off after without incident.


    Caleb did not want to spare himself the pleasure of watching this man suffocate on his own tongue.


    So, he left him as is, looking down on him, watching him die, not a clue as to what his next move should be.


    Only that wasn’t entirely true. Caleb did know what he wanted his next move to be. And when he spun and saw the girl behind them, eyes wide and panting after taking it all in, he reached out to her, took her by the wrist, and bent her over a dumpster.


    And she let him. Did, in fact, seem aroused by it all.


    Caleb had the best sex of his young life, coming so hard he felt faint after.


    • • •


    When it was all over, they’d driven the bartender to a second location and dumped him, covering his body with a considerable pile of trash—a large rug, tires, boxes, anything of decent size.


    When they returned to the lot behind the bar, she asked what would happen when his body was ultimately discovered. And Caleb, still quite buzzed, both on alcohol and what had just happened, merely shrugged and said: “Occupational hazard. Next case.”


    “Occupational hazard,” the girl repeated.


    “Making you think, is it?”


    “About what?”


    Caleb flashed on the look the girl had given him earlier. The hopeless look of the prisoner up for the parole they would never get.


    “You’ve been paroled,” he said.


    “That’s true. I could go back to school. I could get a real job. I could reconnect with my daddy. I don’t know why I never considered those things before.”


    Her biting sarcasm all but drew blood. Again, Caleb found himself drawing eerie parallels between himself and the girl. Both resented their prisons, and yet when the gate was unlocked, the guards looking the other way, she refused to leave, and Caleb…Caleb had left the prison gates with the best of intentions, stopped, did an about-face, and walked right the fuck back in. Walked right back in while tacking on another twenty years to his sentence.


    Because that is what you did, you know? Tacked on more years to your sentence. You’re drunk now. You’re still a little numb. But when the gravity of what happened here tonight hits you, the TRUE gravity, you’re gonna lose your shit. Never mind killing a man—he was lower than scum; some might even say what you did was righteous. But to use that moment as fucking Viagra…Christ, man, you just got your first true taste for something really bad. For nine out of ten killers, it’s all downhill from there.


    Whether the girl wanted Caleb to stay and mollify her pessimism or not, Caleb didn’t care. Again, no fairy tale, this. He wanted to get home. Get home, sober up, and then lock himself in and never leave the house again.


    “Take care of yourself,” Caleb said to her.


    “It’s what I’ve been doing my whole life,” she said.


    Caleb left.


    The girl stayed put by the van for a spell, taking it all in. Headlights suddenly appeared in the dark lot behind the bar. She froze. The car rolled to a stop alongside the van, and she breathed an audible sigh of relief when she saw it was a station wagon, not a police cruiser.


    The driver’s side window rolled down. A young man with dark hair smiled at her. There was a second man in the passenger seat. “How’s it going?” the driver asked.


    Two things Caleb had said repeated themselves in her head. “Paroled” and “occupational hazard.” She could take her parole and simply walk away, stay on the straight and narrow. Or…


    “Better now,” she said to them, smiling back.


    “My buddy and I were hoping you might want to hang out for a bit,” the driver said.


    She peered deeper into the car. The passenger, a skinny kid with a shaved head, looked equally as young as the driver. Kids. Kids were easy. They came quick and were hardly ever a bother. Easy money.


    “One hundred,” she said. “Each.”


    “Done.”


    She turned to open the van.


    “Two hundred if we can do it in here,” the driver called to her.


    She turned back. Cocked her head and considered them. “Why?”


    “Just feels safer, I guess,” the driver said with a nervous little chuckle. “We’re kind of new to this, you know?”


    It made sense. Bunch of sheltered suburban boys venturing out from their safe little pond for a little nookie. They were probably just as scared as they were excited. If doing the deed in mom and dad’s station wagon made them feel safer—and got her paid—then what the hell?


    “Two hundred each?” she confirmed.


    “Yes.”


    She got into the car.
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    “On this tape, we’re going to keep things simple. We’re going to show you how to do a quick abduction. This is a great way to get your feet wet if you’re just starting out, and it also makes for a lovely little fix if you don’t have the prep time for something more elaborate,” Arty says.


    “No shame in these little outings at all,” Jim chimes in. “They can be a damn good time. And as Arty mentioned, they’re a great way to find your groove when just starting out. Many a night Arty and I—after already logging countless plates of fine dining—have ventured out for a little fast food.”


    Arty laughs at this. Then: “Basically, you want to target people nobody will miss. People cops won’t turn over many stones for. Runaways, whores, the homeless. In our experience, whores are the best. If your approach is right, they’ll happily get into your car without any bother whatsoever. If you happen to get spotted by the police or, God forbid, the whore you were picking up WAS the police, the worst you’re looking at is an arrest for solicitation of prostitution. No shame in that. Hell, Hollywood celebrities seem to get busted for it every day.”


    Cut to Arty and Jim in a seedy part of the city at night, the camera zooming in on a dimly lit street corner where a young white woman stands alone. Her outfit is provocative.


    Andy and Charlie were parked far enough away to avoid detection, yet close enough to take it all in. They’d taken Andy’s mother’s car after she’d passed out for the night.


    “Who’s the guy she’s with?” Charlie asked from the passenger seat.


    “Don’t know,” Andy replied, eyes out the driver’s side window. “Customer, I guess.”


    “Maybe it’s her pimp.”


    “Don’t look like a pimp to me.”


    “You know what a pimp looks like?”


    “Not like that. He could be our age.”


    “What’s up with the van?” Charlie asked. “Whose van is that?”


    “No idea. Let’s just wait and see.”


    Arty narrates as the camera stays on the woman. “Now, you’ll notice she’s alone. This is important. The smart whores will stand together for safety reasons. If you pick one up from a group, and the police DO decide to pursue her disappearance, you’ll have the other whores as witnesses. Don’t need to tell you why that’s a bad thing.”


    “And license plates,” Jim adds off camera. “Just to play it safe, you might want to start collecting a few license plates to attach to your car when you go hunting. IF, like Arty mentioned, someone does spot you, they’ll be giving the police the license to a car that isn’t yours.”


    Charlie rubbed his hands, the fingers and knuckles cracked and bleeding. “That license plate was impossible to remove. My hands are fucked.”


    “Can’t make an omelet…”


    Charlie grunted. “Hope we can get your mom’s back on after.”


    “We will.”


    “Hope she doesn’t notice anything.”


    “Like what?”


    “Like it was removed and then put back on.”


    “Nobody looks at their license plates. Plus my mom is sober one hour out of the day. She won’t notice shit.”


    Charlie grunted again.


    “Excellent point, little brother. Also a good idea to simply sit and watch for a little bit,” Arty says. “Just because she’s alone at the moment doesn’t mean a few other whores might not wander up and join her.” Camera pans over to the opposing street. It is empty. “And be sure to check out any surrounding streets. Whores have territories. Some as small as a simple street. Just because one is alone on one corner doesn’t mean there’s not others a stone’s throw away.”


    “I haven’t spotted anyone else nearby, have you?” Andy said.


    “No. Just the one guy, and he’s gone.”


    “He didn’t take the van. I guess it’s hers?”


    “Probably where she does her thing with customers.”


    “We don’t want that, though,” Andy said. “We want her in here.”


    “We’ll try.”


    “And if she won’t?”


    “Improv,” Charlie said.


    “Now,” Arty says, “We’ve been watching this one for a while. It appears she is indeed truly alone.”


    “Might as well put a bull’s-eye on her butt.”


    They share a laugh.


    A shaky image moving around the interior of the car before the image settles, the camera fixed on the dashboard so both brothers are now facing the lens. They are both clearly excited.


    “You folks ready?” Arty asks. He looks at Jim. “You ready, little brother?”


    “I’m very ready.”


    “Sweet. We’re going to cut out for a minute while Jim attaches the body cam. Stay tuned.”


    Cut to a slight upward angle of Arty’s profile in the driver’s seat as he pulls up alongside the girl and rolls down the window.


    “How’s it going?” Arty asks her.


    “Going just fine,” she responds, peering past Arty at Jim in the passenger seat. “What are you two boys up to?”


    “My buddy and I were hoping you might want to hang out for a bit,” Arty asks.


    “Two hundred,” she says.


    “Each?” Arty asks.


    “For both.”


    “Done.”


    The girl gets into the car.


    The girl continued to loiter by the van.


    “Here we go, man,” Andy said. “You ready?”


    “Definitely.”


    They pulled up alongside her. Andy rolled down his window and smiled. “How’s it going?”


    “Better now,” she replied, smiling back.


    “My buddy and I were hoping you might want to hang out for a bit,” Andy said. It felt natural. So far so good. No cause for alarm.


    The girl peered deeper into the car, towards Charlie. Charlie smiled at her and waved back.


    “One hundred,” the girl said. “Each.”


    “Done,” Andy said.


    She turned to open the van.


    “Two hundred if we can do it in here,” Andy said.


    She turned back. “Why?”


    “Just feels safer, I guess,” Andy. He faked a nervous chuckle. “We’re kind of new to this, you know?”


    “Two hundred each?” she said.


    “Yes.”


    She nodded and started for the car.


    Before she got settled into the back seat, Andy leaned over to Charlie, smirked, and whispered: “Improv, baby.”


    Cut to a scene in the interior of the car, Arty driving.


    “Slow night?” Arty asks, glancing into the rearview mirror at the girl in the back seat.


    The camera jumps and bounces as Jim turns in his seat so the body cam is on the girl. She could be in her late teens, maybe even twenty, but her lifestyle has prematurely tacked on the years. Still, she has a rough sort of beauty. Long blonde hair that is very likely a wig or cheap extensions. Fake eyelashes. Too much makeup.


    “Yes,” the girl replies.


    “You out all by yourself tonight?” Jim asks.


    “Yeah, why?” she replies quickly.


    “Kinda dangerous, isn’t it?” Jim says.


    The girl shifts uneasily in her seat. “I can handle myself.”


    The car pulls into a deserted lot. Arty kills the engine.


    “That’s often true,” Arty says. Only he’s no longer addressing the girl; he’s talking to Jim. Talking to the camera. “Whores can be a handful sometimes. It’s not uncommon that they carry a knife or even a gun.”


    “What did you call me?” the girl says.


    Jim’s arm can be seen reaching back towards the girl. At first it is unclear what his intentions are until a short, quick buzz is heard, and the girl momentarily jerks in her seat, body going stiff for a second before she slumps, semiconscious, in her seat.


    Jim sits back in his seat and holds up a handheld Taser for the body cam on his chest to see. He talks quickly now, reaching under his seat as he does so. “It’s a common misconception that these Tasers render someone unconscious. They don’t. They just give them a hell of a jolt and incapacitate them for a few seconds. That’s why you need to work quickly and bring out something with a little more oomph to it.”


    Jim pulls out a tire iron out from under the seat, holds it up for the camera, then turns back to the woman. His arm can be seen giving her two solid whacks with the iron bar, rendering her unconscious. He sits back in his seat and brandishes the tire iron before his body cam once again, panting slightly. The casual tone in his voice now might be that of a man explaining how to change a tire.


    “Tire irons fit the bill perfectly,” he says. “Not only do they pack a wallop, but they’re a common tool found in any car. Sure, we kept ours under the seat and not in the trunk, but if questioned, you can merely say you recently changed your tire and forgot to put it back in the trunk. Just be sure to wipe it down after in case you drew any blood.” He holds up the tire iron again, talking slowly as he inspects the weapon: “Doesn’t look like…nope—we’re good.”


    “Excellent,” Arty says to the camera. “Now, before beginning anything, it’s always a good idea to double-check your surroundings to ensure that you’re truly alone. Be right back.”


    Arty exits the car. His silhouette can be seen taking a casual stroll throughout the dimly lit lot. He returns to the car, smiles for the camera, and says: “All clear.”


    The girl starts to groan as she comes to. Jim reaches back and whacks her again. She goes out again.


    Andy drove them to a deserted lot a few blocks from the bar and killed the engine. Both boys were palpably excited.


    “Slow night?” Andy asked.


    “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” she said.


    Andy and Charlie exchanged a look.


    “Bad?” Charlie asked.


    “I’m not sure yet,” she said.


    “You out here all by yourself?” Andy asked.


    “I guess you could say that,” she said.


    “Kind of dangerous, isn’t it?” Charlie asked.


    The girl shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “I can handle myself.”


    Andy and Charlie exchanged another look and burst out in nervous laughter. They couldn’t help it.


    “It’s like we’re doing a shot-by-shot remake,” Andy said to Charlie.


    “What the hell are you guys talking about?” the girl asked. “Are we doing this or not?”


    “Oh, we’re doing this,” Charlie said. He reached back towards the girl with the Taser they’d acquired earlier in the day and zapped her. Her body went rigid, then slumped. She moaned, semiconscious.


    “Get the tire iron,” Andy said quickly. “Get the tire iron. Hurry up.”


    Charlie reached under his seat and pulled out the tire iron. Turned back towards the girl again, but she had regained her senses and saw his attack coming. Scooted back against the door and raised her legs, kicking and thrusting her feet at Charlie, deflecting his blows, striking out at Charlie’s face. One of the kicks landed flush, stunning Charlie. He dropped the tire iron. The girl immediately opened the passenger side door and tumbled out onto the ground on all fours.


    “Fuck!” Andy yelled. He opened the driver’s side door.


    The girl scrambled to her feet and started to run. Andy gave chase and caught her, tackling her to the ground. The girl fought savagely from the bottom, scratching, biting, punching. Andy was a panicked mess, trying to control her flailing arms as he sat atop her.


    “Get the fuck off me!!” she yelled. “Get the fuck—HELP!!! SOMEONE, HELP ME!!!”


    Andy’s panic climbed to a fevered pitch. He clamped a hand over her mouth. She instantly snatched up a finger and bit down hard. Andy howled in pain, tried to jerk his hand free, but her grip on his finger was impossibly strong with fear. Andy made a fist with his free hand and brought it down onto her face repeatedly, his own fear giving him enhanced speed and power, his fist like a jackhammer. One of the blows landed square onto the girl’s nose with an audible crack, the impact causing her to release the grip on Andy’s finger. Andy immediately wrapped both hands around her neck, keen, not so much to choke her to death—that wasn’t in the script, after all—but to choke her into compliance, to fix and control this colossal mess they were making of it all.


    The girl bucked upwards with a powerful thrust of her hips and shot Andy forward; his hands preoccupied with her neck, he could not brace himself in time, and his face landed hard onto the unforgiving concrete, dazing him, showing him an array of stars.


    The girl scurried out from beneath Andy and scrambled to her feet again. Her survival instincts were blunted by rage, and instead of running for it, she turned back to her attacker and began to kick Andy savagely about the head, giving Charlie time to come up from behind her with the tire iron…


    Cut to a shot where the camera is now clearly back on the dashboard, Arty and Jim both mugging for the camera, the girl is still unconscious in the back seat.


    “Now,” Arty says, “what you do next, is up to you, my friends. Just remember that this was a quick little abduction. ‘Fast food,’ as Jim called it. Don’t get carried away and stay there forever. Get your fix and then move on.”


    “Don’t forget disposal,” Jim says.


    “Oh right!” Arty says. “Hugely important. Jim and I already have several dump sites marked all over the city and its outskirts. YOU, however, are going to need to find your own. And we definitely recommend doing it beforehand. Don’t want to be driving around with a dead whore in your trunk while looking for one. Ideal spots are lakes and rivers—just be sure to weigh them down. If you’re not near any bodies of water, the woods are another good option. If you’re lucky, the animals will get to them, and there’ll be little to nothing left when they’re found. And if no woods are nearby? A good old dumpster can do the trick. Quite often, garbage trucks empty them without ever paying attention to the contents tumbling into their compactor.”


    “We cover everything?” Jim asks quickly. Breathlessly. His tone and manner are not unlike an anxious boy’s, impatiently listening to do’s and don’ts from a parent before he’s allowed to dash off and play.


    Arty smiles. “Looks like my brother is eager to have some fun of his own. Well, it looks like that’s it for this episode, friends. Until next time, I’m Arty…”


    “And I’m Jim…”


    Together now, pointing their trademark fingers at the camera, smiling their trademark smiles: “And we’ll see YOU…before you see US.”


    It was over. The girl was dead. Though the first blow from the tire iron had rendered the girl unconscious, Charlie had not stopped there. Like Andy’s, Charlie’s attack was not fueled by the planned need to end the girl’s life, but to simply stop and control the chaotic mess they’d made of their first time.


    And so he’d brought the tire iron down repeatedly, likely killing her after the second or third blow. And Andy, who’d since gotten to his feet and looked on with equal parts alarm and wonder at his best friend committing his first murder, soon regained enough composure to take the tire iron from Charlie and take his turn, bludgeoning the girl more so—it was, after all, supposed to be their first time, not just Charlie’s.


    After disposing of the girl’s body (they’d scouted an industrial-sized dumpster in advance, hopeful that Arty and Jim had been correct in their statement that most garbage trucks empty the dumpsters on their route without ever paying attention to the contents tumbling into their compactor), they drove back to the lot behind the bar, parked, and sat silent, breathing heavily, taking it all in.


    Their emotions were, as was typical, in sync with one another. At first there was disappointment. It had not gone as smoothly as they’d hoped. Had not gone even remotely as smoothly as they’d hoped. In fact, the whole thing had gone off like one astounding clusterfuck.


    But as the minutes trickled on, and they sat in the dark interior of their car within the dark interior of the lot, they shared a sort of forgiveness towards one another, this forgiveness triggered by nervous chuckling that ultimately became nervous laughter, the type of shared laughter that was all but accompanied with dramatic wipes of the brow and rolls of wide and still frightened eyes. The type of crazed laughter from two men who’d stared death in the face and had only emerged on the other side by the barest skin of their teeth.


    And, in a way, they had stared death in the face. It was messy, very messy, but they’d assured each other that things would go much better next time. And there would be a next time, they once again assured each other. Like the fledgling alcoholic who winces down their first taste of whiskey, yet somehow knows right then and there they’ll be hooked for life despite its bite, so too were Andy and Charlie hooked. And in time, each sip would become that much smoother. It was only a matter of time. A matter of getting their hands on more subjects to taste.
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    Amy and Allan lay in bed. Allan had tried to discuss Caleb’s earlier behavior, yet Amy hadn’t been ready. Wouldn’t have even known what to say, if she had been. The earlier prospect she’d ruminated over—as to what the trauma in Caleb’s life had conceivably made him into—now haunted her to an extent that made the notion of voicing it frightening to her. It was almost a superstitious type of notion. The type of notion that one feared would come true if the cruel gods who governed such superstitions were to hear it spoken aloud.


    So she kept it in, curling up to Allan, occasionally crying. Occasionally turning on the TV as a form of distraction. For now, Amy only wanted to be held and assured that the Lambert family et al, in spite of all the bumps—hills, fucking mountains—they had hit over the years, would eventually find the road leading to recovery.


    Except that was a laugh, wasn’t it? Recovery. Amy frequently found herself going back to her “casualties of war” expression when defining her family. The audience watching—and there was an audience, for whom she could blame no one but herself, at least for the staying power of such an audience—wanted a happy ending. They wanted the Lambert family and, by extension, the Brown family, to come away from their decade-long horrors not only triumphant, but unscathed. They wanted them to thrive after surviving their countless ordeals. The word superheroes had even been thrown around in various mediums of news coverage. To not only survive what they’d endured, but to have conquered their sinister antagonists was the work of superheroes. And everyone knew that superheroes were invincible.


    Only nothing could have been further from the truth. There was no happy ending to be had here. And again, that’s all the audience really cared about, wasn’t it? The happy ending. They were not there for The After. Did not want The After. The After was when the audience wanted the credits to roll and to gather their empty tubs of popcorn and soda cups and head for the exits with big smiles on their faces, not wanting to know what happened to their heroes after. Because if they did, if the credits failed to roll, if the movie kept on going and showed the horrific aftermath, the psychological damage—far, far, greater than anything physical—they’d endured, the movie would be a box office flop.


    How she would have loved to have walked out with the rest of the audience when the credits rolled, but no, they’d been strapped into their seats, forced to endure the bonus features that were The After immediately following the feature presentation. Deleted scenes the director, the relentless bastard, had cut from the final print to please the masses. And there was no turning those bonus features off, of course. No slack from the binds that held them to their seats. They were strapped in for the duration, forced to watch on a continuous loop, each viewing somehow worse than the last, as though the relentless director was adding new material to those goddamn bonus features with each passing day.


    Allan was the one who seemed the least fazed by it all. This could presumably be accounted for by the simple fact that he’d endured the least, a perfectly reasonable assumption, and certainly one not worth resenting, but at times Amy did resent it. Especially when Allan urged her to push on. Because sometimes, as far as Amy was concerned, it was too fucking hard to push on. Sometimes it was perfectly all right to just lie down and cry and not address other matters…like her relationship with Allan. Which, for reasons Amy simply could not comprehend, Allan felt the need to address now. Address by kissing her longer than she felt appropriate, his hand caressing her shoulder and back and working its way down her body.


    “What are you doing?” she said, pulling away from him.


    “What?”


    “You want to have sex?”


    “Is that so awful?”


    She pulled back further. “I can’t believe you.”


    “What’s so difficult to believe?”


    “How can you possibly think sex is appropriate at a time like this?”


    Now he was the one who pulled back. “Well, when is it appropriate, Amy?”


    She frowned. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


    “Do I really need to say it?”


    Amy sat up on an elbow, ready for confrontation. “Yes please.”


    “When was the last time we had sex, Amy?” he asked. “Serious question, not rhetorical. Can you honestly tell me the last time we had sex?”


    “Oh, gee, let me check my Fuck Journal for the last entry.”


    Allan popped up on his elbow now, equally ready for combat. “Don’t bother. I can tell you. It was after the Carters’ party. You were drunk. Big surprise.”


    She sat up in bed completely now. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


    “You going to keep saying that every time you’re trying to skirt the answer?”


    “I was drunk, so what? I can’t get drunk now and then?”


    Allan sat up completely now too. “Funny how sex is only ever initiated by you when you’re drunk.”


    Amy hopped off the bed. “I don’t need this shit right now.” She snatched the quilt off of him and started for the door.


    “That’s it, storm away. Amy’s classic go-to move to avoid talking about all things dysfunctional in our relationship.”


    “You’re an asshole.” She left the room and went downstairs.


    • • •


    On the sofa, curled up in the quilt in an angry ball, Amy considered Allan’s words. The pain of it was that sex was easier for her when she was drinking. Not because she didn’t find Allan attractive—she did—but because even after all this time, she’d never once been able to make love to him sober without thinking about Patrick.


    Amy pulled the quilt over her head and cried. For reasons only the asshole director knew, production for the sequel to the box office flop was well under way.


    And when Caleb stumbled home after Amy had finally dozed off, went to the basement and masturbated over the memory of what had transpired earlier, there could be no question that this production of The After was going to bomb even harder than its predecessor.
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    Caleb had learned the value of alcohol—or, to be more precise, of getting drunk—in his teens. Alcohol quieted the bad thoughts that haunted him. Of course it also allowed him to become uninhibited. A double-edged sword if there ever was one. Want to stop thinking about killing people? Here, have a drink. And another. And then one more. Job done. Oh, and while drunk, you might say and do shit that you horribly regret. Did I forget to mention that?


    Up until now, Caleb had managed only a few drunken burblings (of the very dark and odd nature) in high school and the Corps that were thankfully written off as drunken burblings. The worst feedback he’d ever received from friends and fellow Marines was that he got “weird” when he drank. He could live with that.


    Now. Now? His pile driver of a hangover was a delight next to the recollection that followed. His skin instantly flushed stovetop hot, sweat seemingly coming from every pore. Worse still, he was naked from the waist down. His boxer shorts next to him in a disgusting, crumpled ball with which he’d wiped his seed after passing out. Good Christ, he was pathetic.


    His first immediate thought when all of it came back to him was suicide. He instantly recalled An American Werewolf in London, one of his favorite films. How the main character, after being bitten by a werewolf and becoming one himself, was constantly haunted by his dead friend who urged him to take his own life so as to spare others. Such a prospect made damn good sense to Caleb right about now.


    Only…


    (Only what?)


    Only the werewolf in the film had killed without prejudice. Killed good people. The bartender, the pimp, he was a bad man, wasn’t he? Who would mourn the loss of scum like that? He had done the world a favor.


    (Is that what you’re going to tell yourself? Maybe—MAYBE—I’ll give that to you, but after? The lust you felt? Using that lust on a woman and then again on yourself when you got home? You want to explain that?)


    I didn’t hurt the girl. She was a sort of…


    (A sort of what?)


    …surrogate.


    (Surrogate???)


    Why not?


    (Are you really justifying all of this? Justifying cold-blooded murder to get your rocks off?)


    No.


    (Sure sounds like it. So, is this going to be your thing now? You going to be some kind of vigilante swooping from rooftop to rooftop, taking out bad guys and then releasing your urges on the damsel in distress? Batman with a hard-on?)


    No.


    (You say that now. Only, you got a taste for it last night. How long until the urges build beyond your control again?)


    I was drunk. I just won’t drink anymore.


    (That easy, huh? Suppose you DO do it again—suppose you do become Batman with a hard-on and only punish the bad guys. How long until that’s not enough? You think a guy restricted to porn doesn’t pine for the real thing? You know about serial killers and escalation. How long until YOU escalate? How long until the surrogate isn’t enough? That taste for it you got last night, you know damn well that’s the start of the downfall for serial killers. No going back from there.)


    It won’t happen again. It was a one-time thing. I went in with good intentions, dammit. I went in with the intent of conditioning myself. If the girl hadn’t stopped sucking my cock and asked me to fuck her, it would have gone as plan—


    (Oh, so that’s it, is it? Blaming HER?)


    No. No—of course not. But my intentions were good. They were good! I did not plan any of it! Even when I stomped the son of a bitch, I had no endgame. What happened after…


    (Yes?)


    It just…happened. I did NOT plan it. It just all happened so damn fast.


    (And jerking off to it when you came home? Weren’t too grief-stricken about it to do that, were you?)


    I was drunk.


    (Such a damn cliché. “I didn’t mean it; I was drunk.” Weak. Very weak.)


    Caleb swung his legs over the side of the bed and dropped his head into his hands.


    Oh God…Oh God, what did I do?


    (The question now is, what DO you do?)


    You mean come clean? Turn myself in?


    (Think you can stop on your own?)


    I’m not the werewolf. The full moon was his booze. It was given to him without his say. I can avoid the full moon. I simply won’t touch another drop. Never.


    (Once again, you think it’s that easy?)


    It has to be.


    (Or else what? You’ll eat a silver bullet?)


    If it comes to that.


    (What would Domino say to that? What would Dad say?)


    They’re dead.


    (Playing the martyr now, are we?)


    No.


    (Do me one favor, will you? Think about last night. Really think about it. The feeling you got when you stomped that man to death. Think about the girl after. Visualize it for me, right down to the fucking smell.)


    …


    (Aroused?)


    No.


    (Liar.)


    I’m not.


    (Prove it then.)


    How?


    (Go back to the scene of the crime.)


    What the hell for?


    (See whether it triggers any arousal for you. Serial killers often go back to the scenes of their crimes to relive the moment.)


    I’m not a serial killer.


    (Fine. Still doesn’t change anything. Go back and see whether you feel anything…stimulating.)


    That’s just plain fucking stupid.


    (Fine, don’t do it then.)


    I’m not.


    (It’ll haunt you, though.)


    It’s already haunting me.


    (The lot is behind a bar. Go in for a drink. Wander out back to take a piss. If someone questions you, well, you’re a guy at a bar who wandered outside to take a piss.)


    Instead of using the toilet inside?


    (Take your phone with you. Say you went out to make a call and decided to take a piss while you were out there.)


    This is insane. People saw me there last night. People saw me talking to the bartender. For all I know, someone saw me KILL the son of a bitch. We sure as hell know the girl saw me kill him. What if she’s there?


    (She’d be a fool to show her face anywhere near there.)


    So her showing her face is foolish, but me showing mine isn’t???


    (Fine, don’t do it then.)


    I’m not. I WILL not.


    • • •


    Caleb quickly dressed and was grateful he didn’t run into his mother on his way out. He had the cab pick him up two blocks over.
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    To Andy Franklin and Charlie Hall, school was like prison. Each and every day, they were the fresh meat in the yard, ripe for the pickings.


    Today was different. Not for lack of trying by the inmates, though. They ridiculed Charlie’s newly shaved head, Andy’s bandaged finger (“Did ya get that jerking off too much, freak?”), dished out the usual abuse to both. But much like the armor they’d acquired when first obtaining the box of tapes, they now boasted even more armor after last night’s events.


    They were killers now. This simple truth tickled them endlessly throughout the day. To look at fellow students—better yet, bullies—and know that they were mere high school peons, not ruthless killers like they. To look at each other in the classroom. Exchange secretive glances and smirks and grins, both silently reveling in their shared secret. Their shared power. Killers walk among you, those secret glances said. We walk among you.


    It was all so intoxicating. And they had no intentions of letting that intoxication wane. They were just getting started. For the first time since either of them could recall, their lives had meaning.
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    Caleb had the cabbie drop him off at a 7-Eleven a few blocks away from the bar, feeling it best to creep up on the place, street by street, casually glancing here and there like an everyday fella out for a little stroll. He’d even purchased a Coke from the 7-Eleven, sipping coolly from it every ten feet or so to complete his unassuming approach.


    Irony was, such an unassuming act was apt to raise more eyebrows than lower them for anyone paying attention. Such a town like this had no sightseers. Those who did walk the streets got to where they were going in a hurry. Those who loitered were two types: those with nowhere to go, and those who people went to.


    Caleb realized this sooner than later, and since he did not feel like being asked for a handout by those with nowhere to go, and since he definitely did not want those who waited for people to come to them to think him a narc of some kind and get all shooty-stabby, he decided to abort the everyday-fella-out-for-a-stroll act, dump the Coke, and get to where he was going in a hurry.


    • • •


    The urge to get right to the meat of it all was too much for Caleb. He decided to abort the idea of going into the bar for a drink and instead took a side street through an alley adjacent to the bar’s lot in back. He pulled his phone and pretended to be in conversation, minding his business. He even planned to go ahead with the idea of stopping for a piss to complete the whole indifferent act. Good thing too—his anxiety was such that his bladder wanted nothing more than to be emptied.


    He came upon the lot. It was empty. No cars. No white van.


    Where was the van?


    The answer came quickly.


    She had taken the van. Of course she had. It was the only explanation that made any sense. Perhaps she’d reconsidered Caleb’s words last night about being paroled. Taken the van and driven off somewhere for a new start.


    Does any of it matter? he wondered. You aren’t here to solve a mystery. No—scratch that. You ARE here to solve a mystery. The mystery of whether you’re feeling any sort of arousal by being in the vicinity.


    He wandered deeper into the lot, eventually heading down the alley where he had stomped the bartender to death and fucked the girl by the dumpster. He closed his eyes and attempted to recall it all in as vivid detail as possible. Alcohol fuzzed the memory, but it was still there. Repeatedly crushing the man’s skull with his heel, turning towards the girl and pulling her towards him immediately after, her not resisting, him taking her from behind with savage intensity.


    He felt the starts of an erection.


    “You okay, man?”


    Caleb snapped from his daze, his shock equal parts fear and shame—a boy being caught masturbating. He found himself looking at two teenage boys. One with dark hair, the other no hair. A shaved head. They stared at Caleb with amused interest, as though they had caught him masturbating.


    “Yeah, fine,” Caleb said quickly. He straightened himself up, recall of last night instantly gone in the face of the two amused onlookers. “Can I help you guys?” he asked. His tone was not pleasant.


    “Shouldn’t be here, man,” the one with hair said. “Someone was killed last night.”


    Caleb’s pulse quickened. His stomach swirled with adrenaline. These boys, their amused look. They’d seen him kill the bartender. Had to be. Only…


    (Only?)


    …only they didn’t look right. They didn’t look like the typical kids you’d see wandering around such a neighborhood. They looked like suburban kids. Kids like him.


    And the similarities didn’t stop there. There was something else. Something Caleb simply couldn’t put his finger on for the moment. Something in their gaze and manner. For reasons that continued to make no sense to him, Caleb felt the boys could have been there for the exact reason he was there—that this precise spot in a deserted lot in a shit town behind a shit bar held some sort of significance to them. The notion was absurd, of course, and logic played no part in the notion, but then it was more of a hunch than anything rooted in deduction. A feeling.


    “That right?” Caleb asked, feigning mild surprise. If these boys had spotted him killing the bartender last night, they weren’t coming right out with it. They seemed content—almost delighted—to make some sort of game out of it. If there was one thing a Lambert didn’t like, it was fucking games.


    “Well, not here,” the one with hair said. “A few blocks away.”


    Not here? What the hell did that mean?


    But like the mystery of the absent van, this answer too came quickly. They’d seen him and the girl dump the bartender’s body, not kill him. But this raised another immediate question that tied into his earlier assessment of the two boys. That meant these boys were loitering about late last night in a town that would have swallowed their suburban white meat up in a single gulp. They would have needed great incentive to be in such a spot at such a time. And this realization only added more ammunition to his feeling that the boys were here because the spot held significance. More ammunition, but no more clarity. His gut feeling was still just that—a gut feeling with nothing tangible to support its being.


    “Yikes,” Caleb said, playing their game right back. Much as it irked him, it felt like the thing to do. “Scary stuff. Who was the guy?”


    The two boys exchanged a look, still seemingly amused. As if you don’t know, Caleb felt their shared look said to one another.


    “Guy?” the little skinny kid with the shaved head said. “What guy?”


    Caleb frowned. “The guy who was killed.”


    Another amused glance at one another. Caleb felt his temper rising.


    “Wasn’t no guy, man,” the kid with the shaved head said. “It was a girl.”


    Relief washed over Caleb, his rising temper instantly extinguished. It was, however, short-lived. For any relief he might have felt at this new knowledge that these two boys had not seen him dump the bartender’s body was immediately replaced with yet more questions. Chief of them being the boys themselves. Their curious amusement. Their curious manner. Their curious decision to visit someplace they clearly didn’t belong. His gut feeling grew stronger still, the feeling’s ambiguity taunting him further still.


    It was time to go. Caleb knew that. Whatever these boys were up to, he now knew it had nothing to do with him. Unless they were planning on robbing him. But like their fish-out-of-water status, that prospect too didn’t fit. And if they were, despite his logic, planning on robbing him, then bring it on, boys—Caleb was sure he could take the skinny kid with the shaved head alone with one arm.


    “Sucks for her,” Caleb said. “I’ll see you later, fellas.”


    “We’ll be seeing you…” the one with hair said.


    “…Before you see us,” the one with the shaved head finished.


    Both boys grinned.


    Had he just been challenged? Caleb felt his temper click back on. “You guys got a fucking problem?”


    The one with hair showed Caleb his palms. “No problem, man. We were just leaving.”


    The two boys turned and casually strolled away. Caleb’s gut feeling was now stronger than ever. He followed them. And when he watched the two boys climb into the white van parked at the end of the block and drive off, his mouth dropped open. There could be any number of reasons for those boys having the van. Only none of them fit:


    They’d happened upon it last night and stolen it.


    Didn’t fit.


    The boys were friends of the bartender. Claimed the van for him when they hadn’t heard from him since last night.


    Didn’t fit.


    It wasn’t the van; he’d been mistaken.


    Only it was; he recognized the sizable dent on its front fender.


    (Why don’t you go ahead with what DOES fit? Your gut feeling?)


    Although it brought him no great satisfaction, Caleb put the pieces together all the same.


    The dead girl the boys spoke of was her.


    They took her van after killing her.


    They were visiting the same spot as him to relive the moment.


    And then the crusher. The unexplainable thing he recognized in them yet could not, until now, identify. The old axiom of it takes one to know one crushing him that much harder: All three shared the urge to kill.


    That was it. Those boys had been killers. But that wasn’t it, was it? Their shared amusement. Their sly smiles. Christ, even the shaved head on one of them…


    It was like the fuckers who’d started the shit storm that had become his life had been reborn before his very eyes.


    (And you all but immediately made them for who they were like a goddamn psychic. Takes one to know one indeed.)


    NO.


    (But you did.)


    Caleb closed his eyes and shook his head. They were clearly nurturing their urge. I’m doing everything I can to fight it.


    (You were getting hard at the thought of last night right before they showed.)


    “NO!” he cried out.


    (So, what are you going to do? Wait until the next full moon and let it happen again? Or are you going to eat that silver bullet?)


    Caleb dropped to his knees and wept. A young man alone, crying on all fours in a dingy lot, contemplating suicide.


    (Do you really want to become the very thing that ruined your life?)


    He was sobbing now, snot hanging from his nose, not bothering to wipe it away.


    (Unless…)


    Unless what???


    (Unless you point that silver bullet at others who are slaves to the full moon.)


    The very thing I’m trying NOT to do???


    (There’s a difference between killing to satisfy an urge and killing those who need killing.)


    The bartender needed killing.


    (No, he didn’t. He needed a one-way ticket to prison, or at the very least, a good ass-kicking.)


    I intended to only kick his ass. But once I started…


    (You were drunk.)


    That’s an acceptable excuse now?


    (Aren’t we just a little bit desperate for excuses here?)


    The hypocrisy here is making me physically sick.


    (Eat the silver bullet yourself, or feed it to those who deserve it. I really don’t see any other options. You can try to just stop altogether, fight the urges that haunt you, or…)


    Or…?


    (I got nothing else. You’re at the end of your rope, man. What the hell do you have to lose?)
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    They kept the van two streets over from Charlie’s house, in common-area parking that was never full.


    The van, they mused, was heaven sent. A delicious bit of irony since both had given up on God years ago—the impetus starting at ripe young ages when incessant prayers went unanswered after the greatest bullies of all, their parents, had begun to sink their claws in, still unabated to this day.


    Yes, whatever power had gifted them the van resided anywhere but heaven. Much like the idols they worshipped believed, Andy and Charlie were beginning to believe they were put on Earth for a purpose. Believed the same power that had watched over Arty and Jim Fannelli was now watching over them. Or perhaps, somehow, it was Arty and Jim themselves? Perhaps pure evil could never be destroyed. The flesh might have been gone, but the evil remained, looking for a new host.


    And who better than them? Yes, so much better to think of their newfound power coming from Arty and Jim themselves, guiding them in their way. Perhaps it had been a simple matter of showing their worth to the Fannelli brothers first, the whore a sacrifice of sorts. What other gifts would be bestowed upon them with each new sacrifice? they wondered. New tools, if you will, to make their newfound purpose that much easier to fulfill?


    Running into the guy from last night this afternoon had been exceptionally unexpected. But, as their newfound faith was leading them to believe, it likely happened for a reason. And it was for this reason that they did not second-guess mentioning the murder of the whore the man had been with. While it was a risky thing to do, carrying the distinct possibility of giving themselves away, they simply couldn’t resist. Besides, the guy had been with a whore—not the type of man to go babbling to police about this and that. Take it one step further, and they believed it was a moot point altogether—the same power that had gifted them the van would gift them the invisibility to escape speculation.


    Still, it had been an astounding coincidence, and they did wonder what the man was doing there in that dingy alley with his eyes closed as though freaking meditating standing up. An astounding coincidence and downright weird.


    Or perhaps, Andy mentioned, he was there for the same reason they’d been. To relive last night. Him—the weirdo—recalling his moment with a whore; them recalling the moment when they’d bagged their first kill.


    They’d wanted to go to the actual place they’d taken her life, of course, but this felt far too dicey. As much as they bathed in the notion that some unseen force (and the idea that the unseen force could be Arty and Jim themselves grew lovelier by the second) was looking out for them, there was utilizing that force, and then there was being downright stupid. For all they knew, the whore had been discovered in the dumpster after all. And fast food or not—as Arty and Jim had so delightfully put it—police still had a job to do, no matter how cheap the food was. If they’d showed up to the precise spot where the whore had been dumped, looking like the suburban white boys they were, snooping around, it was all but asking for unwanted attention by a police presence that was still almost assuredly there.


    Assuming her body had been discovered, that is.


    But they, in the arms of their growing egos, felt that she had not. That Arty and Jim had somehow seen to it that the fast-food wrapper had gone out with the trash unseen. The end. On to the next one.


    And it was now time for the next one.


    Time to watch more tapes.


    Time to see what kind of sacrifice they could offer their malevolent idols next.
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    “So, are we going to talk about last night or…?”


    Amy, in her office working, swiveled in her chair and faced Allan, who stood in the doorway. “Discuss what?”


    “Don’t do that,” he said. “You know what.”


    She turned back to her laptop and spoke to him with her eyes on the screen. “I’ve got nothing to say.”


    “So, then what? We’re going to just do the eggshells thing for a while?”


    “I’m not walking on eggshells.”


    “I am.”


    “That’s your problem.”


    “Amy.”


    She looked at him again. “Allan.” He would have preferred a slap to her patronizing manner. The latter stung and irritated far greater.


    “I know you’re upset about Caleb—”


    “Oh good. Thank you for granting me that exemption to the eggshells I’m throwing at your feet.”


    He fought to remain composed. “Why are you doing this? Same team here, Amy. Same team.”


    “Same team about what? About why I wouldn’t spread my legs for you last night? I don’t remember joining that team.”


    “Should I come back when you’re ready to talk about this like an adult? Or do you want to keep sniping at me like some teenager?”


    She turned back to her laptop and said nothing.


    Allan’s struggle was with two alternatives. Two familiar alternatives. Stay strong to his convictions, or bottle them up. Bottle them up as he often did to smooth things over, despite any misgivings he might have. The latter way kept the machine running, but the parts and labor were cheap; he knew in the long run the machine would only break down again. It was up to him to demand quality parts, pricey as they were. Management—Amy—did not like pricey parts.


    He held on to his convictions this time. Chose the former. “I want to discuss all of it,” he said. “Caleb, the incident between us in bed last night…”


    Eyes still on her laptop, she said: “The incident last night needs no discussing. I was upset, and you tried for a piece of ass. It was inappropriate. If you think otherwise, fine. I’m not bending on that.”


    “Maybe my trying to make love last night was inappropriate under the circumstances—”


    She snorted. “Make love,” she mocked. “Such melodrama.”


    His fist clenched at his side. “But, I meant every damn word of what I said concerning every time I try to—what works for you, Amy?—fuck you?”


    “‘Fuck’ works for me.”


    “So is that it, then? We just fuck buddies? Friends with benefits?”


    She didn’t reply.


    “Do you love me?” he asked.


    She groaned and faced him again. “Would you stop with all the drama?”


    “Do you?”


    “You know I do.”


    “How do you love me?”


    Her face wrinkled. “Huh?”


    “How do you love me?” he said again. “How would you label our relationship?”


    “I wouldn’t,” she said. “Labels are ridiculous.”


    “Humor me, then,” he said.


    “We’ve been together for nearly ten years. If you don’t have some sort of grasp as to what our relationship is, then that’s on you.”


    “I don’t have a grasp. It’s pretty damn evident I don’t have a grasp. So I’m asking you to define it for me. Can’t you give me that?”


    “This is so fucking lame,” she said. “You’re the one acting like a teenager now.” She then pretended to be chewing gum, started twirling her hair. “‘Ooh, does she like, like me?’”


    “You’re baiting me into a fight so you can avoid the issue. I’m not taking the bait, Amy.”


    Back to her laptop. “Good for you, Allan.”


    He wanted to leave. So badly wanted to leave. To turn and stomp away, maybe even shout a “fuck you” before storming off. Only he’d be giving her exactly what she wanted. He couldn’t think of a dignified reply, and even walking—not stomping—off would be giving her precisely what she wanted, too. So he just stood there, staring at her, hoping his silence would offer the reply that was not forthcoming.


    Only she didn’t take his bait. She seemed quite content to ignore his silent station by the door.


    After a good minute of silence, his stick-to-itiveness began to crack. He cursed himself for it. “So, nothing then? Gonna just keep sprinkling those eggshells until Amy Lambert, as she does, feels the matter has been sufficiently suppressed?”


    She said nothing.


    “Maybe I should go,” he said.


    “Please.”


    “No, I mean go-go.”


    She threw up her hands. “Oh my God! You can be such a fucking vagina sometimes! Fine, you want to talk?” She kicked back her chair and stood. “I love my husband.”


    “And I love my wife,” he answered immediately. “I’ll always love my wife. Even if you and I married tomorrow, I would still love my wife. Do you honestly think I would ever expect you to love me more than you ever loved Patrick?”


    She just stared at him.


    “Life goes on, Amy. We’re never getting Sam and Patrick back.”


    “My life is shit right now.”


    “Our life is shit right now.”


    “Would you stop making this about you?!”


    “I’m not! I’m making it about us. You’re in pain, and therefore, I’m in pain. This lone-wolf shit you pull every time things get rough, it doesn’t do a damn thing except make things harder.”


    “Lone wolf? I talk to you. I always talk to you. I tried talking to you last night, but you were more interested in sticking your hand down my—”


    “Stop. Just stop with that, okay? Last night was my bad. I’ll accept that. It was my bad. You have my sincerest apology for it.”


    “But you still want to talk about our sex life in general, isn’t that right? Why you say I only ever give it up when I’m drunk?”


    “I—yes, I would like to discuss that.”


    “Then you are making it about you!”


    “My wanting to have a healthy sex life with you is not about me! The whole thing is indicative of the wavering status of our relationship, can’t you see that? And sure, you talk to me. I’m a shoulder to cry on, but that’s all I seem to be. You never let me try to help you.”


    “Help me? How the hell are you going to help me?”


    He froze, mouth hanging open as though she’d spit on him. It wasn’t just her words, but how she’d said them: How are YOU going to help ME? It didn’t just emasculate him, it made him feel useless. He wanted—needed—to believe that it was just frustration talking, but something deep down told him different. Told him she not only didn’t believe he could help her, but that she also didn’t want him to help her.


    And that’s when Allan was presented with two more alternatives: either stay in this relationship as is, a relationship that would forever exist without labels and solidarity, enjoying the good times—hollow as he was now beginning to believe they were—or move on and accept that what he and Amy had wasn’t nearly as special to her as it was to him.


    And this raised a question. A big one. Was his trademark way of bottling things up the reason he’d been sticking around all this time? The need to make things better at the cost of his own happiness? Was he, in a bizarre way, the spouse to Amy’s mob boss? Unconditionally loyal and thus compensated for it as long as he didn’t “ask her about her business”? It seemed like such a silly metaphor, yet at the same time it didn’t. Right now, it felt pretty damn fitting.


    And so it all came down to those last two alternatives: stay on board as Amy the mob boss’s spouse, enjoy whatever compensations she threw your way, and don’t ask too many questions, or…


    “Move on,” he whispered.


    “What?” she asked.


    He couldn’t fight the tears in his eyes. “It might be time for me to move on.”


    “Move on? You mean leave? For good?”


    He nodded.


    “Is that what you want?” she asked.


    “Is that what you want?” A tear broke free and rolled down his cheek.


    Amy did something just then that made up Allan’s mind. She looked him up and down with a disgusted expression, as though his visible sorrow repulsed her.


    Allan swallowed hard. “Time for me to move on.”


    • • •


    When Caleb eventually came home that evening, he got one hell of a surprise. Amy and Carrie were sitting in the den, waiting for him.


    At first, Caleb panicked, fearing they knew something. Fearing they knew everything. That this was a bizarre sort of intervention, Carrie making the trip home from college for the occasion. He noticed Allan was not in attendance and thought this odd. Allan was always trying to win Caleb over. If this was an intervention of sorts, Allan would be front and center. Probably running the show.


    “Hey, Sis,” he said to Carrie. He didn’t ask why she was home. Instead, to Amy: “Where’s Allan?”


    The answer he received shocked him. The addendums Amy tacked onto that answer shocked him further still.


    “Allan’s gone,” Amy said to her son. “It’s over.” Her tone was low and indifferent. Caleb wondered whether she’d been drinking. Amy turned her head towards Carrie. “Your sister got kicked out of school. She’s gonna be home for a while, like you.” Back to Caleb. “Just the three of us now, kiddo. One big happy Lambert reunion. All we have to do now is sit tight and wait for the bad shit to start like it always fucking does with this cursed family.”





    18


    “You ready?” Andy Franklin asked Charlie Hall this question while smirking and brandishing the next as-yet-unseen tape concerning the exploits of Arty and Jim Fannelli in his hand.


    “Bitch, please,” Charlie replied.


    Andy smiled, popped in the cassette, and then joined his friend on the floor of Andy’s bedroom, their eyes wide and alive for things to come.


    Arty and Jim seated before the camera, addressing the viewing audience with big grins, as has been their custom in every tape thus far.


    “Hello again, friends,” Arty says. “In today’s segment, we’re going to be doing a follow-up to our debut tape on home invasions. Unlike the previous tape, however, we are going to be far sneakier about our entry and, ultimately, far, FAR sneakier about introducing ourselves.”


    Jim rocks back and forth in his seat. “I fucking love this one. The looks on their faces when we first say hello is…” He closes his eyes. “Is just wonderful.”


    Arty smiles his brother’s way. “Gotta admit I’m a big fan of this one too. Now, the absolute KEY to making this one work all boils down to entry. Assuming you’ve applied the lessons we taught in our previous tape about scouting out a good home in Any Town USA, the trick to making this one work is to obtain entry into that home without being detected. This can be done any number of ways. However, there is one surefire way that has yet to fail me and Jim. Tell them what it is, Jim.”


    Jim leans forward in his seat. “While many dwellings in Any Town USA are woefully lacking in home security, not ALL of them are. If they are the kind of people who leave their doors unlocked at night, then, boom, problem solved; you can move on to phase two. Problem with that, however, is that you’ll have no way of knowing whether they do lock up at night—and this NEEDS to be done at night, friends—until you actually attempt entry. If you get to the back door, only to discover it locked, sure, you can still find a way in—lock picks, glass cutters—but this can be tricky.”


    “Truth,” Arty says. “There’s always a way in—Jim and I once entered someone’s open garage and hid out in their car until they locked up for the night.”


    “Didn’t we bring a deck of cards with us?” Jim asks. “Played poker in their SUV until midnight?”


    Arty laughs. “We sure did. When we were ready, it was simply a matter of exiting the car and strolling on in through the mudroom.”


    Jim grins.


    “While this worked well for us, we don’t necessarily suggest it as your go-to entry,” Arty says. “There was always the chance that someone might have come back out and hopped into the car with us. We would have controlled the situation quickly, of course, but then the game we had planned for that night would have gone to shit, and we would’ve had to go with something else. Fun as we would have made it, when your heart is set on a particular game, it can be a bit of a buzzkill to have to abort it last minute.”


    Jim nods.


    “So…” Arty says. “What is the one surefire way to gain entry undetected that has yet to fail me and Jim thus far? Why, it’s to secure an entry well in advance, so to speak. What do I mean by that, Jim?”


    “Why don’t we just show them, Arty?”


    Cut to a scene of Arty donning a gray workman’s uniform, an ID badge clipped to his shirt, a clipboard in one hand. “Call me the gas man,” he says to the camera with splayed arms and a proud smile.


    Jim hands the camera to Arty, and now an image of Jim wearing the same attire, smiling proudly with arms splayed as Arty’s were. He adds a smarmy pirouette.


    Jim hands the camera back to Arty. “People freak if they think their home might have a gas leak,” Arty says. “Houses have been blown off the face of the earth from such things. Needless to say, it’s a good idea to make sure the home uses gas and not electric first. This will all be done in your initial reconnaissance of the place. Check for a meter along the perimeter of the house. It’s not a difficult spot; it will be in plain sight and accessible for the real gas man to check. As for convincing them that WE’RE the real gas men, it’s been our experience that almost everyone has no clue as to what legit credentials look like. Besides, as we’ve already mentioned, the innocent souls in Any Town USA are trusting to a fault.


    “Now, uniforms can be purchased online, and as far as those credentials go, this can all be done with a simple laminator and a little artwork on your part. Find out the name of their gas provider—there’s actually a meter number helpline you can call; you can find it online—and print the company logo along with a good photo ID—the photos can be done at any place that does passports—and you’re in business. Ready, Bro?”


    Cut to a scene of Arty approaching the front door of a home in the afternoon. The position of the camera tracking Arty makes it clear that once again Jim is wearing the body cam.


    Arty rings the doorbell. A woman, mid-fifties, answers.


    Arty tells her there have been reports of a gas leak in the neighborhood. The woman looks alarmed. Arty smiles and assures her that they’ve already checked her meter, and all appears well, but they need to get inside and check her furnace to be sure. Arty then asks whether she or her husband have smelled anything unusual in their home.


    She tells Arty that she has not, and that her husband is at work but she could call him and ask.


    Arty smiles again and tells her not to bother; they can check right now and be out of her hair in five minutes.


    The woman agrees and steps aside, allowing Arty and Jim entry into her home.


    Cut to a scene in the basement. Arty and Jim are alone, the woman apparently waiting upstairs. The basement has sliding glass doors. Arty points to the doors, looks back at the camera, smiles, and gives a thumbs-up. He goes over and unlocks the sliding glass doors.


    Cut to a scene of Arty and Jim back in the foyer, Arty assuring the woman that there is no leak and that all is well. The woman looks relieved and thanks the two brothers. Arty smiles back, tells her it was their pleasure and to take care.


    Jim’s body cam tracks Arty back outside, where Arty then turns back towards the house and gleefully whispers: “See you sooon…”


    Cut to a scene of Arty and Jim seated in the car before the camera again.


    Arty splays his hands. “Voila,” he says. “Now comes the really fun part.” He looks at his brother. “Jim?”


    Jim pulls a mask out from under his seat and puts it on. It is a rubber Halloween mask of a lunatic grinning with bulbous, wonky eyes and a mouthful of enormous teeth. The lunatic’s skin is a pale white. Jim lets out a maniacal cackle to complete the effect.


    Arty laughs and reaches under his seat, pulling out the very same mask. He too dons it and lets out a similar wail.


    Both men remove their masks.


    “The trick to making this game extra special,” Arty says, “is to wait until the couple is fast asleep, enter their bedroom, stand by their bedside, and simply stare down at them in our masks and wait for them to wake.”


    “And they ALWAYS wake,” Jim says. “We all have that unexplainable feeling of being watched, even while asleep. Like a tap on the shoulder, they always eventually wake.”


    “And then…oh then…” Arty looks up at the ceiling and closes his eyes, his face one of unparalleled delight. He brings his gaze back on the camera. “The absolute fear that registers on their faces when they see us looming over them, it’s…there are simply no words to describe how magnificent it is.”


    Jim nods emphatically.


    “You see, anyone can commit a murder,” Arty continues. “But how many can do what we do? Elicit such paralyzing fear? That, my friends, is the true essence of the game. Murder is mere compensation.”


    Jim nods again.


    “So.” Arty claps his hands together once. “After they wake, the rest is up to you, friends. Though Jim and I still believe the day will come when fear alone will stop their hearts during this particular game, that no further action will be necessary. How grand that would be…” He looks away in thought for a moment, clearly visualizing such an occurrence.


    “I can’t wait,” Jim says. “I can’t fucking wait.”


    Arty looks at his watch, then at Jim. “Patience, little brother.”


    Cut to a scene at night, Arty standing outside the sliding glass door of the home they’d visited earlier in the day. Jim is again wearing the body cam; only his detached voice and the movements of his hands and arms are periodically caught on film for the moment. Arty is dressed all in black. In one hand dangles the bulky handheld camera. No sign of the masks they intend to wear yet.


    Arty goes for the sliding glass door and pulls gently on the handle. It yields with a whisper as he opens it a few inches. He turns back to the camera with mock surprise on his face; the door’s unlocked! his face says.


    Jim can be heard chuckling, and Arty quickly raises a finger to his lips to hush him, smiling as he does so.


    Arty slides the glass door open just enough for the two of them to slip inside, turns, and slides it shut after them. Again, the door is whisper quiet back and forth on its track.


    The interior of the basement is nearly black, the moonlight from outside the only source of light, casting a faint blue glow throughout their surroundings that seems impossibly deliberate in its ominousness.


    The click of a flashlight in Arty’s non-camera hand, and the small circle of light is their guide towards and up the basement stairs. They ascend slowly, carefully. Jim’s breathing, quickening with excitement, is the only sound.


    Arty opens the basement door that leads them into the kitchen, it too bathed in blue moonlight from the surrounding windows and another sliding glass door. The lighting is sufficient for Arty to switch off the flashlight.


    Arty turns and leaves the kitchen, Jim’s camera following close behind, the sound of Jim’s breathing quickening with each new step.


    They arrive at the stairs. The lighting is poor here, and Arty is forced to use the flashlight once again, the circle of light guiding their ascent. One of the steps creaks beneath their feet, and they pause, Arty instantly clicking off the light. A moment of silence as they wait with the patience of pythons. Satisfied the creaks of the steps went unheard, they ascend further, eventually reaching the landing.


    The two brothers had a satisfactory blueprint of the basement and the first floor, but the second floor is foreign to them. Very dark, darker than the foyer and stairs, Arty is once again forced to use the flashlight to navigate. The circle of light reveals one long hallway with several open doors on either side, the hallway coming to an end with one final door. It is from this door that the faint sound of a man snoring can be heard.


    The two brothers do not bother with the other doors—their earlier reconnaissance telling them that no one else occupied the home—and head straight for the final door at the end of the hall.


    The door is open a crack. Arty nudges it open a few inches and peers inside. He then turns back to Jim, to the camera, smiles and nods.


    Cut to a scene of both brothers standing at the foot of the bed, the handheld camera Arty was carrying now replacing Jim’s body cam, likely positioned on a nearby dresser. The only light in the room is now coming from the camera on the dresser. It is faint but sufficient to capture any and all action.


    Both brothers pull their masks from their waistbands and put them on. The faint sound of their breathing behind their masks can be heard. The sleeping man and woman do not stir.


    The lunatic faces nod at one another and move into position, each taking a spot at the couple’s bedside, Jim the man’s, Arty’s the woman’s.


    They do precisely as they announced they would and merely loom over their respective targets, doing nothing else but waiting and watching with the pale rubber faces of grotesque lunatics.


    Andy and Charlie looked on with bladder-bursting anticipation. Never had they felt such a need to see something through to its end.


    Only they had to wait a little longer.


    Lost in the throes of the film, they did not register the sounds below of Andy’s mother returning home from her nightly bar crawl. She now pounded on Andy’s locked door, insisting he let her in.


    Andy rushed towards the television, fumbling to shut the VCR off. He managed it the second his mother, having used the sardine can-like emergency key that sat on the wooden ledge above his door frame, above each door in the house (the keys had gone mysteriously missing after Andy had discarded them all to keep his mother’s late-night visits to a minimum, only to have his mother immediately replace them the next day coupled with a knowing warning to her son that they better “not go fucking missing again”), burst into her son’s bedroom, staggering and scowling. And then, upon seeing her son and his friend stunned speechless as they sat in a dark room before a TV that now showed nothing but a blank screen, her scowl became a horribly delighted grin. Drunkenly, she slurred: “Caught you watching some porn, didn’t I, you little perverts?”


    Andy quickly got to his feet and shook his head. “No, Mom—we weren’t watching porn.”


    Still grinning her horrible drunken grin, his mother went on: “Like hell you weren’t. Probably got here right before you hiked your pants up! Is that what you two get up to when I’m away? Jerk off in front of each other, you little queers?”


    Andy hung his head. “No, Mom.”


    “Well, then prove it,” she said. “Prove to me you’re not a little queer, boy. Don’t keep me waiting.” She turned and left for her bedroom.


    Charlie, frozen stiff on the floor since Andy’s mother’s arrival, finally spoke. His voice was soft and weak. “Andy?” was all he said.


    Andy would not look at his friend. “Stay here.”


    “Where are you going?”


    “Just stay here, all right?” He was practically yelling at Charlie now. “And stay here. Don’t move no matter what you…no matter what you hear.” Andy’s voice cracked on the final word.


    “What’s going on, man?”


    Andy finally looked at Charlie. He was trying everything in his power not to cry. “Please,” he said. He was no longer yelling, just pleading with his friend to sit and wait for him and not ask anything more.


    Charlie nodded.


    Andy turned and went into his mother’s room, closing the door behind him. Charlie heard the click of the lock a second after.
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    Only Charlie did move. Did listen. His concern for his friend was too great not to. And the noises he heard coming from the other side of the door were almost too shocking to comprehend.


    What to do? Honor his friend’s wish and stay put until he returned, or—?


    Or what, tough guy? Go in there and put a stop to it?


    Why not?


    Because you’re weak.


    No, I’m not. Not anymore.


    Says who? You and your little buddy kill one whore and you think you’re gods all of a sudden? You think shaving your head and doing pushups and drinking weight-gain shakes ’til you barf is gonna change anything? You’ll always be weak. You AND your friend. Always our little bitches.


    These words in his father’s voice.


    Not anymore. Not any-fucking-more.


    No? Haven’t you learned by now? No matter what you do from here on out, we will always own your puny little asses. The damage is done. Kill another whore. Kill a thousand. Put on all the muscle you want. Stand up to bullies at your school. It won’t change a fucking thing. That woman in the next room, the one fucking her OWN SON? You will never be able to shake her. Shake us. We will haunt your fucking dreams until the day you die, you little fairy.


    Not anymore!


    His father’s voice, laughing now: Remember when those boys stripped you bare-ass naked and marched you up and down the school so everyone could see your puny pecker? Remember the next night when your sister had her sleepover?


    Shut up!


    The voice laughing harder: I came into your room and told you I’d give you one chance not to let it happen again? If you could take your old man, here and now, then I wouldn’t strip you myself and drag you downstairs for all your sister’s friends to see?


    SHUT UP!


    Christ, you didn’t even put up a fight. I was a bottle of Jim Beam deep. Could barely stand, and you still couldn’t put a scratch on me, could you, you little faggot? Oh, and how they laughed at you when I made you give them a show. Your sister too. How they pointed and laughed. Tried to cover yourself with both hands, didn’t you, but I snatched you by the wrists—I could fit BOTH your scrawny wrists into one hand—and jerked your arms overhead. Even flicked you on your puny pecker, didn’t I?


    Deep, deep laughter now. And how you cried. Cried to your mommy, remember? Even called upstairs to her for help? Asking me to stop it? Mommeee…! you cried. She never came, though, did she? And don’t believe for a second it wasn’t because she couldn’t hear, didn’t know what was going on. She didn’t come because she didn’t give a shit, boy. Why would she? Why would either one of us give a shit about a weak little fairy like you? You made us sick.


    SHUT UP!!!


    Good times. Damn good times. So, go ahead and think you can rise above it all, boy. You can’t. You and your little buddy will never be able to rise above what we done to you. The scars we happily put on you are for LIFE. Ain’t nothing gonna change that—ever.


    Charlie hurried downstairs into the Franklins’ kitchen. Grabbed a steak knife, the biggest he could find. Ran back upstairs, went to Andy’s mother’s door and found the emergency key on the frame’s ledge. Picked the lock and opened the door.


    He froze there a moment, the sight before him stopping his march and his incentive like a bullet. Andy’s mother atop her son, her naked back to Charlie, Andy’s eyes shut tight, his head turned away from her on the pillow.


    And then Andy opened his eyes—


    (Jim’s voice now, comforting to Charlie: “We ALL have that unexplainable feeling of being watched…”)


    —and met Charlie’s stunned gaze. Charlie expected his friend to wave a quick hand behind his mother’s back, shooing him away. But he didn’t. Instead, he only stared back at his friend with a look of impossible helplessness and shame.


    His father again: We OWN you. Always will.


    Charlie raised the steak knife. Andy spotted it. Again, Charlie expected his friend to shoo him away, to stop whatever it was he might be thinking.


    But again, Andy did not. Instead, his eyes projected something more akin to hope than helplessness. And he nodded. Nodded once to his friend who now stood at the foot of the bed with a knife, Andy’s mother oblivious to his presence, her drunkenness exempting her from the “we all have that unexplainable feeling of being watched” rule.


    Charlie lunged, plunging the knife deep into Mrs. Franklin’s back. She cried out and arched backwards, throwing up both arms, one of the arms reaching back for the source of the pain.


    Charlie plunged again. He got her in the shoulder this time, Andy’s mother turning and catching Charlie’s eye, screeching, swiping for him. Charlie dodged her blow and plunged again, the knife sinking into her naked chest this time.


    Andy bucked his mother off, rolled out from under her and fell off the bed, scrambled to his feet and launched his own attack, pummeling his mother with his fists, Charlie continuing to plunge the knife everywhere, blood spattering the white sheets, spattering the white walls, spattering everywhere.


    Andy’s mother continued to screech wildly, inarticulate cries like a wild bird, as she tried to fight back. Andy’s fist found the hinge of her jaw and knocked her into a slumped daze on the bed, Andy then taking the knife from his friend to continue what Charlie had started, stabbing his mother repeatedly. He stabbed her neck, her face, her chest, her stomach, her face and neck again.


    When it was done, a modest estimate would be that Andy had stabbed his mother at least fifty times—thirty until she was dead, and then another twenty after.


    • • •


    The two of them, flecked head to toe with blood—Andy still gripping the knife, almost as though he was afraid to let it go, that she might rise from the dead at any moment as demons do—stood at the foot of the bed, panting heavily, taking in the scene.


    They had yet to speak to one another. Yet to even look at one another. Now they did. And there was no fear in their shared gaze; it was, instead, a shared gaze of righteousness.


    Charlie was the first to speak. “No more,” he said to Andy. And he did not mean they should cease any more plunges of the knife. What Charlie meant was, and he damn well said it: “They don’t own us anymore.”


    Andy nodded back, then turned his attention back to his dead mother on the bed. He kept his gaze on his mother when he said: “What about you?”


    “Will you help?” Charlie asked.


    Andy looked at him. “Absolutely.”


	



    20


    …Cut to a scene of both brothers standing at the foot of the bed, the handheld camera Arty was carrying now replacing Jim’s body cam, likely positioned on a nearby dresser. The only light in the room is now coming from the camera on the dresser. It is faint but sufficient to capture any and all action.


    Both brothers pull their masks from their waistbands and pull them on. The faint sound of their breathing behind their masks can be heard. The sleeping man and woman do not stir.


    The lunatic faces nod at one another and move into position, each taking a spot at the couple’s bedside, Jim the man’s, Arty’s the woman’s.


    They do precisely as they announced they would and merely loom over their respective targets, doing nothing else but waiting and watching with the pale rubber faces of lunatics.


    Finding masks was not a problem. Halloween was close, and a twenty-four-hour supermarket nearby had a decent amount. Like Arty and Jim, Andy and Charlie had bought identical masks, theirs not the extreme and exaggerated faces of lunatics, but plain white masquerade masks, the kind the Phantom of the Opera might wear if he was trying to cover his entire face as opposed to only half. Andy and Charlie had even boldly suggested that such masks held potential to be even more frightening than Arty and Jim’s. Those blank, emotionless white faces? They likened them to messengers of death. Indifferent to pity. Such harrowing attributes projected from a simple mask, it tickled them to the point of giggles in the aisle of that twenty-four-hour supermarket.


    Entering the Halls’ home? Well, no gas man act was necessary for that. Charlie had a key to the front door. The only similarity of their preparation to Arty and Jim’s was their wait until the wee hours of the morning—when Charlie’s parents were fast asleep.


    And wait they did. And carefully ascend the stairs as Arty and Jim had in the darkness they did. And even listen to the snores of Mr. Hall floating out of the master bedroom for assurance Mr. and Mrs. Hall were indeed fast asleep they did.


    What they did not do, like Arty and Jim had, was pick a side of the bed to loom over. Charlie had expressed concern to Andy that his father might overpower him. A big man, a big brutish man, Mr. Hall held the potential of overcoming his initial shock at their presence, no matter how frightening, and of setting about defending himself. Charlie would have offered little threat on his own, just as he’d done his whole life.


    Therefore, Charlie had suggested that he and Andy stand by Mr. Hall’s side of the bed. And knives, he’d also suggested to Andy, might be no guarantee. A strong man like his father was capable of fighting through slashes and stabs. They’d found out the hard way with Mrs. Franklin that people did not die quickly from the knife. They’d found out from the whore and the tire iron, however, that blunt-force trauma ended messy matters quickly.


    So hammers were chosen. One for each, these too acquired at the supermarket earlier.


    In position now. Both of them waiting on Mr. Hall’s side of the bed, hammers gripped tight in their fists.


    (“We ALL have that unexplainable feeling of being watched…”)


    Mr. Hall opened his eyes.


    The woman opens her eyes first and releases a blood-curdling scream. Arty throws his head back, and although his face is hidden beneath the mask, it is audibly clear that he has burst out laughing.


    The man wakes a split second after, eyes wide and frightened before even settling on Jim. When he does, he screams too, his pitch only slightly lower than his wife’s, and Jim too throws his head back, clearly laughing beneath the mask.


    “WHAT THE FUCK?!!!” Mr. Hall yelled, jerking bolt upright in bed. His face initially registered fear, yet was quickly replaced with rage.


    Charlie did not hesitate. He brought the hammer down onto his father’s head, hitting him square between the eyes, stunning him and sending him back onto his pillow.


    Andy’s turn. He nudged his friend aside and swung his own hammer, catching Mr. Hall on the face, crushing bone. He brought the hammer down three more times after that, drawing blood, cracking more bone, cracking teeth.


    Now Charlie nudged Andy aside, his one initial blow not nearly enough. He brought the hammer down too many times to count, Mr. Hall now unconscious, possibly dead, lying there and taking it, blood spraying Charlie’s white mask.


    Mr. Hall’s body did ultimately move, legs kicking, arms up, seemingly flailing, but it was all involuntary, the seizures of a man who’d sustained a horrific brain injury.


    Mrs. Hall screamed and rolled out of bed, made a break for the door. Andy ran after her. Charlie continued to bludgeon his father.


    The man does not lunge after Jim, but instead rolls over towards his wife and drapes himself on top of her, keen to protect her from whatever may come.


    Jim begins capering about the room, a maniacal dance befitting the mask he is wearing. He emits howls and shrieks. Arty can be heard laughing. Jim leaps on the bed to continue his dance, bouncing up and down, rocking the couple in each other’s arms, emitting the animal cries of a crazed monkey now.


    Midbounce, Jim’s feet in the air, the husband grows nerve and lunges for Jim’s legs with one giant swipe of his arm, sweeping Jim’s legs out from under him, Jim hitting the bed at an odd angle before dropping hard to the floor.


    The husband then leaps from the bed and lunges for Arty.


    Mrs. Hall pounded her way down the stairs, losing her footing on the last few steps and pitching forward hard onto unforgiving foyer tile.


    Andy, close behind, leapt from those same last few steps and landed on top of her, feet first, his full weight driving the wind from her body. She rolled into a fetal ball, eyes bulging, mouth opening and closing without sound, desperate to find air.


    Andy laughed and declared, with great surprise and delight: “You fell! You actually tripped and fell! It’s like a movie!”


    Mrs. Hall looked up at Andy, her face suddenly quizzical, projecting an odd expression of familiarity amongst its sea of terror. I know that voice, her face said.


    And Andy pulled off his mask and grinned down at her. “That’s right, bitch,” he said, and promptly brought the hammer down. But not onto her head, no—her head was Charlie’s. He brought it down everywhere but the head—her hands, her bare feet, her legs, her torso—making sure she remained conscious but immobile for his friend.


    The husband dives at Arty’s waist, driving him backwards, the two of them hitting the wall. The husband throws a succession of wild, ineffective blows, Arty covering up and absorbing them.


    Jim rises up from behind the bed. Pulls back the sheets and snatches the wife by the ankle, dragging her kicking, screaming body towards him. Her jerks her off the bed where her upper body hits the floor with a heavy thud. He then grips her scalp and rips her to her feet, wrapping an arm around her throat from behind.


    The husband and Arty continue to fight in the corner, the husband cursing, spitting, crying as he continues to flail ineffectually at Arty’s guard, Arty laughing all the while at his efforts.


    Jim whistles once, loudly, like a blast from a gym whistle, piercing the chaos of the husband and Arty’s fight. The husband turns and sees Jim with his forearm around his wife’s neck. Jim quickly changes his hold and grips the wife’s forehead and chin, wrenching her neck violently to one side, snapping it, killing her instantly. She crumbles in Jim’s arms, and he lets her drop to the floor like laundry.


    The husband cries out and rushes towards Jim. Jim braces for his charge, then sidesteps at the last second, the man stumbling forward against the opposite wall. Arty and Jim pounce.


    The husband’s neck is a trickier break, but together they eventually manage it.


    Charlie, rushing from his parents’ bedroom, came to a sudden halt midway down the stairs when he took in the scene below: his mother, moaning at Andy’s feet, battered but still alive.


    Yet what had halted his descent with the greatest force had nothing to do with his mother, but with Andy.


    He’d taken off his mask.


    Taking each step slowly and methodically now, one hand on the railing, the other still gripping the hammer in a dripping red fist that was soaked up to the elbow, Charlie eased his way down the remainder of the stairs.


    He now stood over his mother, looking down on her with a growing surge of power that rivaled anything he’d felt thus far. And now he too removed his mask. And his mother, perhaps already suspecting his identity, did not gape back wide-eyed and incredulously as she’d done with Andy, but instead did something that truly surprised Charlie: She actually had the audacity to sob out “Why?”


    And for a moment, Charlie froze. The question, seemingly sincere, could do nothing else but flabbergast Charlie. Why? Why? Was this woman lying before him who had been his mother in title only really asking the nest why it had erupted after years of poking it? No—scratch that; after years of watching his father poke it? Watching and doing absolutely nothing about it? Did she not know that it was only a matter of time before the swarm descended upon them?


    The swarm. He liked that. He and Andy were the swarm that had been poked by too many for too long, chief of them their own flesh and blood. And now it was time for the swarm to have their say.


    “If you really have to ask why—” Charlie began, searching for something clever and righteous to conclude, but instead could only manage “—then fuck you!” and brought the hammer down onto her skull again and again until he was full-on sobbing and she was no longer recognizable and Andy was forced to pull him off.


    • • •


    Charlie and Andy dragged Mrs. Hall’s corpse up the stairs and back into the master bedroom, laying her on the bed next to her husband. The room was a mess of red. The sheets, the walls, the rugs. And then there was the foyer where Charlie had killed his mother. The stairs they’d dragged her up. The hallway they’d dragged her down.


    And then, of course, there was Andy’s house. They’d yet to clean up after Mrs. Franklin.


    Their like minds, blood drunk only moments ago, were now sobering up. And like the metaphorical night of debauchery came the hungover realization of the mess they’d made.


    But no regrets. No regrets at all. Only realization of the mess. It would have to be cleaned up. Cleaned up and accounted for. Disposing of their parents’ bodies, cleaning up the blood, that was mere labor.


    Accounting for their absence? That was where Andy and Charlie’s night of debauchery had tripped them up, their blood-drunk minds failing to employ foresight. People would soon come looking. Employers would call. Friends might check in after messages went unanswered. Charlie’s sister might drop by for a free meal or to bum a few bucks.


    Or would they?


    Let the employers call to no avail. Fire their asses.


    Let friends drop by when messages went unanswered. It’s not like the fuckers had any close friends.


    Let Charlie’s druggie sister drop by for a handout. Mom and Dad stepped out. Don’t know where they went or when they’ll be back. Oh, and go ahead and try to OD during the interim if you can, bitch.


    Jim and Arty back in the master bedroom, masks now removed, each taking a side of the bed as they had when first entering with their masks. The husband and wife have been placed back on the bed next to one another. Both bodies are already exceptionally pale. Their dead eyes are open, staring up at the ceiling.


    Arty turns his head towards the camera that is back on the dresser again, affording the audience the panoramic view of the bed, the bodies, Arty and Jim.


    “So, before we sign off for the night,” Arty begins, “we need to discuss disposal. In one of our previous tapes, we mentioned that we would cover ‘waste management’ when it came to home invasions in Any Town USA. Unlike hookers and runaways and such—where disposal can sometimes be as easy as tossing them on the side of the road—disposal for folks in Any Town USA is a bit trickier.”


    “Good point,” Jim says. “You can leave them as is,” he gestures to the dead couple on the bed, “and hope they get discovered later rather than sooner, hope that you were damn careful in not leaving anything incriminating behind, but needless to say, this is pretty risky.”


    “Very true,” Arty says. “We’ve done it, of course, but we’re as advanced as they come. Not a crumb of evidence left behind. That, coupled with our ploy of constantly changing our M.O. and selection process—as we’ve previously discussed—and I’m sure Jim and I have built quite the impressive pile of cold cases.”


    Jim nods and smiles proudly at this.


    “So,” Arty goes on, “what does that leave us? More appropriately—leave you? Well, you need to leave zero trace behind, especially if you got messy. And you’ll need one hell of a dumping site. With all traces of the crime removed and with proper disposal, police will treat the whole thing as a missing-persons-type deal. Far better for them to pursue a missing-persons case than good old murder. Missing-persons cases can take forever. Murder will of course be on the table, but with no evidence of such to go on, they can suspect all kinds of other shit.”


    “Clean your mess from top to bottom,” Jim says. “And right now you’re probably thinking regular old bleach will do the job, right? Wrong. Most bleach is chlorine-based. It still leaves DNA behind.”


    Arty nods. “You want something oxygen-based. Oxygen-based bleach is your best friend when removing all traces of DNA in blood. So, grab yourselves some of that goodness and get to scrubbing.”


    “As for the dumping site,” Jim says, “like we mentioned, you need a damn good one. Depending on where you live, we suggest some seriously remote deserts or forests. Think like a mobster. Remember Goodfellas? Casino? Woods and deserts.”


    “Lakes and rivers are another option, and they’ll do in a pinch, but they’re not as sure a thing,” Arty says. “No matter how well you might weigh the bodies down, there’s always a chance they can surface.”


    “So, there you go,” Jim says with splayed hands. “Oxygen-based bleach for the mess, and woods and desert for disposal.”


    “And don’t forget to clean your transportation thoroughly afterwards,” Arty adds. “It’s amazing how often this is overlooked. Clean that trunk like you’re trying to sell the car to the freaking pope. And need we even mention to drive carefully to your preferred dumping site? Make sure no brake lights are out, and make sure all stickers and such are up to date. It’s the little things that often trip you up.”


    “Yep.”


    Arty looks at Jim. “We cover everything?”


    “I think so.”


    “Okay then—” Arty gestures down at the husband and wife. “I’d like to thank these two for making this delightful evening possible.”


    Jim leans over and pats their heads one at a time. His touch is affectionate.


    Arty continues. “And as usual, Jim and I hope you found this evening’s episode enlightening. I know we enjoyed it.”


    Jim nods emphatically.


    “So until next time…”


    Andy looked at Charlie. “I guess we need to get some oxygen-based bleach.”


    “And a good dump spot,” Charlie said.


    Andy nodded. “Got a long night ahead of us.”


    • • •


    Six a.m. It was done.


    They sat at the table in Andy’s kitchen, both exhausted and grimy from the intensive cleaning and labor. They’d found a perfect stretch of woods roughly a half hour away. Digging a large enough hole was difficult, yet the compensation fueled their efforts. Curiously enough, it was cleaning both houses top to bottom that had proven the most tedious, yet this too was completed without complaint, with the delightful knowledge that it was another step forward in their growth. They could claim a thousand lives, perhaps even surpass Arty and Jim’s prolific status; however, they would have always had the unshakeable demons on their backs that were their parents.


    Until now. Now, they had exorcised the demons. Now they were truly free. Free to move on and grow and grow and grow. Except…


    “We can hold people off for a while, but not forever,” Andy said. “Sooner or later, questions will need answering.”


    Charlie frowned. “You want to tell people?”


    “Of course not. But both our parents up and leaving without a trace? We can’t sell that. We’ll be prime suspects. We need to start thinking about up and leaving without a trace ourselves.”


    Charlie looked away in thought. “I guess that was always inevitable.”


    Andy nodded. “We can sit tight for now. But in the meantime, we need to start planning for the future.”


    “We’ve got the van. We can go wherever we want.”


    Andy nodded again and stood. “Let’s get cleaned up and go to school.”


    “I’m fucking beat, man.”


    “So am I. But any more absences and we can add truant officers to the list of people who’ll come knocking.”


    “Yeah…”


    “It won’t be too bad, man—” Andy smiled. “The buzz from last night will get us through the day.”


    Charlie smiled back.


    They reminisced for twenty minutes, periodically laughing as they acted out certain parts, showered and dressed and went to school.
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    Carrie was pouring herself a cup of coffee when Caleb entered the kitchen. Yawning and unkempt, he wore only boxer shorts and a weathered USMC (United States Marine Corps) tee.


    Carrie sat at the kitchen table with her coffee and watched her brother’s back as he went about reaching for his own mug from the cupboard.


    “We both look like college students after a rough night on the town,” she said with a chuckle. A try at both levity and camaraderie. Levity for the unspoken tension in the house since her arrival and Allan’s departure. Camaraderie because, well, he was her brother, and they were now living under the same roof.


    “You’re not a college student anymore,” Caleb replied, his back still to her as he poured his coffee.


    Carrie frowned, waited for him to turn around, and pointed at his T-shirt. “And you’re not a Marine anymore.”


    “Like fuck I’m not.” He stared at her, unblinking.


    Carrie felt a chill from her brother’s stare. She felt as though anyone but her little brother was staring at her. She looked away, both unnerved and feeling a bit guilty. Caleb’s comment had been a cheap shot, but her comment had been a downright low blow. College for Carrie seemed the next logical step in life, but there had been no real desire. The Marine Corps for Caleb? It was all he’d wanted since the day Domino had died.


    “I’m sorry,” Carrie said to her coffee.


    Caleb took a seat across from his sister at the kitchen table. “Me too,” he said.


    Carrie looked up, expecting her brother’s stare to now match the apology he’d just offered. It did not. His gaze was as dead as ever. She wanted to believe that early morning and lack of caffeine were the culprits behind those dead eyes, but hadn’t her little brother’s eyes always been that way?


    No, she answered quickly, sadly. No they had not. She remembered a time even after her father’s death that there was still light—and, thus, life—behind them. But after killing a man? After attending Domino’s funeral? That light had dimmed drastically. But it had still been there. A flicker of light. A flicker that, with the right help, could one day grow and burn bright again.


    Except the flame hadn’t grown tall and burned bright again. In time, it appeared to have vanished completely, leaving nothing but a smoldering blackness in its wake. Why? It certainly wasn’t for lack of help; Caleb’s hours in therapy over the years had rivaled his hours in the classroom at school.


    The classroom. That was another thing. Whatever psychological virus had infected her brother and had remained immune to help over the years did not affect his performance in the classroom. Caleb’s marks were always outstanding.


    Again, she asked why? Or better yet, how? Her performance in the classroom had certainly been affected, and as much as she hated the thought of her trauma being any less severe than Caleb’s in her younger years, she was now able to admit that her brother’s had been more severe. Looking over the horrific fact that he had beaten a man to death with a baseball bat, there was the very real possibility that losing Domino had been an even worse trauma. Carrie had been close to Domino and loved him dearly, but there was no denying the incredible bond Domino and her brother had shared. He had become a second father to Caleb. And Caleb had lost him too. Not to cancer or a freak accident or to any other number of life’s cruel and indiscriminate ways, but to cold-blooded murder. Again, just like his father. Good Christ, it’s a wonder her brother hadn’t become a psycho—


    Carrie’s line of thinking came to a crashing halt. She suddenly felt cold. She willed away the burgeoning thought that wanted to be finished, but her mind would not let her.


    …It’s a wonder her brother hadn’t become a psychopath.


    Was that possible? Could psychopaths be made? Violent men could be made, no question, but a psychopath? Carrie had always felt psychopaths were born, not made. Something with the way their brains were wired from birth. But if the brain had been exposed to such intense psychological trauma and loss, especially at the tender age her brother had been, could that brain not be…rewired? She didn’t know. Didn’t want to know.


    Carrie looked at her coffee again, fearing that any eye contact with her brother would give her away, all but announce the hideousness of what she’d been thinking. Only her shifted gaze down onto her coffee had been too abrupt and unnatural. Caleb spotted it.


    “What’s wrong with you?” he asked.


    Eyes still on her coffee, Carrie made a strained play at indifference, giving a slight shake of the head and muttering: “Nuthin’.”


    Caleb offered no reply. Just stood with his coffee and headed back down to the basement. When he was gone, Carrie exhaled long and slow. Right then she knew two things: One, she needed to have a serious talk with her mother about that hideousness she’d been thinking. And two, for the first time in her life, she was afraid of her little brother.
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    After arriving at school, they’d made a plan to meet in the men’s room by the gymnasium after first period. Here now, both were visibly tired, yet as Andy had predicted, their empty tanks were running just fine on the intoxicating fumes from last night.


    “How you holding up?” Andy asked.


    Charlie checked beneath the bathroom stalls before answering. All were empty. “Great. Tired, but great.”


    Andy nodded. “Me too. It feels surreal, you know?” Andy checked the stalls himself. Then: “The whore was one thing, but this…”


    Now Charlie nodded. “I know. I keep expecting to wake up—have it all be a dream.”


    “No dream, brother. We did that shit.”


    They fist-bumped.


    “You given any thought to plan B?” Charlie asked.


    “Leaving without a trace?”


    “Yeah.”


    “A little. At first I thought we’d raise less eyebrows by waiting until after graduation, let people think we ran off and joined the Army or something.”


    “That’s months from now. No way can we bullshit ourselves out of trouble that long.”


    Andy nodded. “I know.”


    “I say we bail before anyone gets suspicious. We wait until people start asking questions, and we’re fucked. We’ll look guilty as hell.”


    “True. Better to get a good head start.”


    A pause, both thinking.


    “You think Arty and Jim dealt with this stuff?” Charlie asked. “This…‘what to do next’ stuff?”


    “Probably. The videos—they filmed those years after they’d perfected it all. I’m sure there was a time when they second-guessed their next move.”


    “I feel like we’re on the right track,” Charlie said. “Like we’re heading in the right direction.”


    “Me too, brother.”


    “I feel stronger every day.”


    “Me too.”


    The bathroom door opened. Three seniors entered. Three seniors Andy and Charlie were no strangers to—for all the wrong reasons.


    “S’up, faggots?” Mike Childs. Chief instigator of the incident where Charlie was stripped naked and paraded up and down the halls two years ago. “We interrupting your little circle jerk?”


    Charlie looked at Andy. Andy gestured towards the exit. They went to leave, but Childs and the other two, Derek Johnson and Dave Hicks, blocked their path.


    “Get out of our way, man,” Andy said.


    “Or else what?” Childs asked.


    “Just get out of our way,” Charlie added.


    Childs looked over Andy’s shoulder at Charlie. “Or else what, Peanut?”


    Peanut. The moniker they gave Charlie immediately following the incident, alluding to his prepubescent penis.


    “Trust me,” Charlie said, “you don’t want to be fucking with us anymore.”


    All three laughed.


    “Yeah?” Childs said. “Why’s that?”


    Charlie stepped past Andy and got in Childs’s face. “Because it might be the biggest mistake you ever make.”


    Childs shoved Charlie hard, sending him off his feet and skidding on the tile floor.


    Andy went for Childs, but Johnson and Hicks snatched him first, slamming him up against the wall, where they held him firm despite Andy’s struggle.


    Childs slowly approached Charlie, leering down on him like he was dinner. “Mistake, huh? No wait—big mistake. Biggest mistake I could ever make. Why’s that, Peanut? Just what the fuck could you do to me? What, you think shaving your head suddenly makes you tough or something?”


    Charlie scooted backwards until his back was against the wall. “I’m warning you,” he said.


    “Warning me?” Childs smirked back at Johnson and Hicks, who still had a good hold on Andy. “What do you suppose he’s warning me about, fellas?”


    “Tough talk,” Johnson said. “Maybe his balls finally dropped.”


    All three laughed again.


    Childs turned back to Charlie with a face of mock congratulations. “That it? You finally get a big-boy cock? That’s great news! What do you say we have us an encore performance from sophomore year? Let the whole school see how much little Charlie has grown.”


    Charlie saw red. He scrambled to his feet and lunged at Childs. Childs caught his charge like a man would a boy’s and tossed him into an open stall, Charlie hitting one of the toilets hard, his breath leaving him.


    Andy savagely fought the hold Johnson and Hicks had on him and had nearly squirmed himself free when Hicks drove his fist into Andy’s gut, doubling him over. Johnson then took his turn, driving his fist down onto Andy’s kidney, Andy crying out without sound from the breath that had left him from Hicks’s previous blow. Childs then joined in on the fun, grabbing hold of Andy and tossing him into the same stall as Charlie, the two colliding into one another before dropping to their knees.


    All three laughed yet again.


    “Grab Peanut,” Childs said to Johnson and Hicks. “Come on, it’s time for that encore.”


    The bathroom door opened.


    “What the hell is going on here?” Mr. Sweeney, biology teacher. He moved deeper into the bathroom and spotted Andy and Charlie in the stall, both of them still trying to catch their breath. “Andy? Charlie? You boys okay?”


    Andy and Charlie said nothing, just slowly filed their way out of the stall.


    Sweeney’s eyes went back to Childs, Johnson, and Hicks. “Well?”


    “We were just joking around,” Childs said.


    Sweeney threw a thumb back towards Andy and Charlie. “They don’t seem like they were in on the joke to me, Mr. Childs.”


    “I’m sorry,” Childs said. Johnson and Hicks muttered the same.


    “Not to me; to them,” Sweeney said, gesturing back towards Andy and Charlie again.


    “Sorry, Peanut,” Childs said.


    Johnson and Hicks dropped their heads and looked away, unable to fight their giggling.


    Sweeney’s gaze on them darkened. “You guys really think you’re tough, don’t you? Where I come from, guys who pick on smaller guys are anything but tough.”


    Sweeney’s words—“smaller guys”—punched harder than any blow previously landed.


    “He started it,” Childs said, motioning towards Charlie. “He went for me.”


    “And I’m sure it was unprovoked, right?” Sweeney said.


    Childs only shrugged. Johnson and Hicks were still trying to stifle their giggles.


    Sweeney turned to Andy and Charlie again. “You boys all right?” He put a hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “You need to go to the nurse?”


    Charlie angrily shrugged Sweeney’s hand off his shoulder.


    Sweeney did not seem offended, merely turned back to Childs, Hicks, and Johnson, pointed towards the bathroom door and said: “Out. Now. And don’t make any plans this afternoon—my lab needs a good cleaning.”


    Childs frowned. “Oh, come on, Mr. Sweeney, we’ve got practice!”


    “Football does not exempt you from being jerks,” Sweeney said. “I’ll expect you three the moment last bell rings.”


    “Bullshit,” Childs muttered.


    Sweeney’s eyebrows bounced. “Oh, I see—you want to spend a week cleaning up my lab, do you?”


    Childs’s lips vanished. His nostrils flared. He shook his head.


    “Smart. Now get out.”


    Childs shot Andy and Charlie a look before leaving. Your fault, that look said. Your fault, and I intend on making you pay.


    All three gone, Sweeney now stood alone with Andy and Charlie. He looked momentarily lost for words, as though the teacher in him felt compelled to say teacher things, while the man in him wanted to say otherwise, to commiserate with Andy and Charlie about the asshole bullies of the world.


    Instead he merely sighed, flicked his chin towards the exit, and said: “Go on, boys; on your way.”
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    Amy, keen on making a beeline for the coffeemaker, was detoured into taking a seat at the kitchen table by Carrie, who did so with an urgent wave and hushed tones.


    Amy went to take a seat across from her daughter, but Carrie insisted she sit next to her. Close.


    “I haven’t brushed my teeth yet,” Amy said.


    “I don’t care.”


    Amy shrugged. “Your funeral.” She took a seat next to Carrie.


    In a whisper, Carrie said: “I’m worried about Caleb.”


    “Get in line,” Amy said.


    “I’m serious.”


    Amy, who knew her children inside and out—or so she thought—considered Carrie for a moment, her eyes going all over her daughter’s face, scanning for any tells that might betray her words.


    Finally, when it looked as though Carrie was genuinely sincere,


    (or scared?)


    Amy asked: “What are you talking about?”


    “He’s…different,” was all Carrie managed at first.


    Amy felt a slow chill building at the base of her spine.


    (Does she see it too?)


    Still, she said: “Honey, he’s been through a lot recently.”


    “I know he has. I know how much the Marines meant to him, but…wouldn’t you expect to see some sort of emotion in him? Anger? Sadness?”


    “Tell that to the solicitor he fed an ID badge to.”


    “Okay, fine—rage. He shows bouts of rage. That makes it even worse.”


    “Makes what worse?”


    “I’m not really sure how to explain it. It’s in his eyes. Maybe I’m imagining it—”


    (you’re not)


    “—but it’s like I don’t see my little brother anymore when I look at him. And I’m not talking about him getting taller and stronger and all that. It’s in his eyes.”


    The chill that had started at the base of Amy’s spine had now crawled its way up to the back of her neck, prickling the skin. She placed a hand back there and rubbed. To share her own suspicions about Caleb or not? She and Carrie did seem to be sharing similar pages. Amy’s page, with her extensive research on the psychopathic mind over the years, was far more descriptive, of course, but did it matter? Carrie’s could be a crumpled piece of notebook paper, its content raw and unpolished, but if both pages ended with the same answer to the same equation, who gave a shit how you got there?


    Perhaps Carrie’s page was even more telling than hers. Lacking the knowledge Amy had acquired over the years, Carrie’s findings were not influenced by the field of criminal psychology. She was going on feel, her gut, her history with her brother.


    Amy of course had her own history with Caleb, but isn’t the relationship shared between siblings far different than the one shared by parent and child, no matter how close the bond between parent and child might be? The two relationships were two different worlds. Barring any huge discrepancies in age—and only two years separated Carrie and Caleb—siblings experienced and shared life through the same filter of innocence and ignorance. With that innocence and ignorance came uncertainty and fear. Like brothers in arms, a bond like no other is then formed, bred through that uncertainty and fear.


    So what does all this mean, Amy? It seems like you’re going in circles with conjecture, but didn’t you just admit that the means for solving the equation became irrelevant if you both come up with the same answer?


    Amy was momentarily stuck on what to say. She wanted to make sure they had truly arrived at that same answer to that same equation: “What do you think you see when you look at him?”


    “I’m not sure I want to say,” Carrie said.


    “Say it anyway.”


    “I feel like—” She paused, appearing to fear voicing it aloud, as though doing so might give her reservations strength. “I feel like there’s something bad in him.”


    The chill now flooded Amy’s veins. Same answer, all right. And there was zero satisfaction in this realization. How could there be? Still, discussing it was necessary, for reasons far greater than catharsis. For reasons of why? and, more importantly, what now?.


    “Why do you suspect that?” Amy asked.


    “I honestly don’t know,” Carrie said. “It’s something I feel more than I can explain. When I look at him, it feels—you know that movie about aliens and body snatchers? Like their appearance is the same, but underneath is something else entirely?”


    Amy nodded.


    “That’s how it feels.” Carrie stared at her coffee for a moment. “Do you suppose something bad happened when he was away?”


    “He was never deployed.”


    “I know.”


    “Besides—” Tears suddenly came without warning. Amy wiped them away and fought to keep her voice from cracking. “This lack of affect, this—” She wiped away more tears. “This slow disintegration of the boy he once was…it started long before he left for the Marine Corps.”


    Carrie placed a hand on her mother’s and squeezed. “Did we ever find out what happened between him and Katy? I mean, they were serious lovebirds. You think she cheated on him or something?”


    “No,” Amy said. “The girl was distraught. She must have showed up to the house a dozen times after, asking me—begging me—to tell her why Caleb did what he did. Those aren’t the actions of a guilty girl.”


    “Did Caleb ever tell you why?”


    Amy looked away in recall. Her words that followed held a dreamy quality, as though she herself was hearing them for the first time. “He said it was for the best—that he was doing it for her.”


    “What does that mean, you think?”


    It IS like hearing them for the first time. You never really considered those words before, did you? Never truly dissected them.


    “I always figured it was just a cookie-cutter reply,” Amy said, her tone still distant. “Like saying ‘it’s not you, it’s me.’ I figured he just wanted out.”


    And now? What do you figure now? “It was for the best?” “Doing it for her?” Doing what for her?


    (Protecting her?)


    From whom? From HIMSELF? Caleb would have never hurt Katy. No way.


    (And maybe that’s exactly why he left. So he wouldn’t hurt her.)


    Or maybe he…maybe he realized how emotionally unavailable he was, given past events. Maybe such a thing had been an ongoing issue with them. Maybe he was being noble, giving Katy her freedom to find someone who could fulfill those emotional needs.


    (Couldn’t have been too much of an issue if she showed up at your door a dozen times, begging you to tell her why Caleb left. Besides, your gut suspects it’s the first thing anyway, doesn’t it? He left Katy because he feared he might hurt her.)


    “Mom? You still with me?”


    Amy blinked and came to. “Yeah.”


    Except she was anything but. She felt as though a window had been opened in the study of her mind’s eye, a gust of wind sending her notes flying, she desperate to grab them, put them back into proper order so that she might—


    (What? So that you might WHAT? These concerns about Caleb’s psyche are nothing new. You’ve entertained them before. Why do they hold more impact now?)


    I don’t know. It was talking about Katy, I think.


    (The very real notion that Caleb left because he feared he’d hurt her?)


    Yes. It would mean he had urges. HAS urges. And he doubted his ability to control those urges.


    (Sex and violence. Such a potent cocktail for one’s formative years. Makes you think of Jacob Bent, doesn’t it? Once the two become intertwined…)


    “Mom?”


    Amy blinked, came to again. Carrie had asked a question. “I’m sorry—what, honey?”


    “You think Domino’s death played a major factor? I mean, I loved Domino too, but let’s be honest; he and Caleb had that special bond. I mean, isn’t Domino the reason Caleb wanted to be a Marine?”


    To voice her train of thought or not? “I think losing Domino is only part of it.”


    “And the other parts?”


    (Jacob Bent.)


    Amy took a deep breath and let it out slow. “Do you remember what I wrote about the Fannelli brothers and nature versus nurture when it comes to deviant behavior? How those pricks thought they were so damn special because they were born to and raised by loving parents, yet reveled in the idea that they were pure evil all the same?”


    “They weren’t born to loving parents, though,” Carrie said. “Their real parents turned out to be psychos just like them.”


    “You don’t need to remind me,” Amy said. “Those assholes were just a simple case of nature—evil giving birth to evil. For as much shit as I used to give you growing up, I like to think your father and I didn’t meet the Evil Parents Requirement.”


    Carrie gave the dry, obligatory chuckle. And then Amy’s point found its way in, and Carrie’s face became grave. Amy’s point had touched on the precise thing Carrie had been speculating about earlier. “Nurture,” she said. “Are you suggesting Caleb might have been nurtured to be…to be the way he is now? Whatever that is?”


    “The things he saw, the things he did at such an age.”


    “I saw the same things. I was young too.”


    “You didn’t beat a man to death with a baseball bat.”


    Carrie went stone silent. Eventually, she said: “So then what? Are you saying Caleb killing that man made him—I don’t know—want to do it again?”


    “It’s not that simple.”


    (Isn’t it?)


    NO—it’s…not that black and white.


    (Jacob Bent sure as hell made it seem like it was. Besides, who cares? You said it yourself; who cares how you solve the equation as long as you get the right answer.)


    The answer could be wrong.


    (But you don’t think it is.)


    Amy dropped her head and sighed, taking a moment, her clinical experience in criminal psychology over the past decade coupled with those scattered notes in her mind’s eye trying for two things:


    To explain it to her daughter in a way that Carrie might comprehend. And to explain it to herself, aloud, rendering the act of organizing those scattered notes unnecessary, choosing the writer’s note-taking tool of the tape recorder over the notebook, if you will.


    Amy paused a moment more. Just like Carrie had seemed apprehensive about voicing her concerns about Caleb moments ago for fear of giving those as-yet-unspoken words strength, so too did Amy fear that once her theories about her son were spoken out loud, they would be given strength—promoted out of the theory column and into the very possible column of fact.


    Yet it had to be done. Before moving on to the what now? phase, the why? phase needed to be established and, more importantly, understood. Like an intervention, it wasn’t enough for all parties to just be on board, they needed to be educated themselves, to know exactly what they were dealing with before steps could be taken. And like the metaphorical intervention, Amy needed to believe that there was hope for Caleb. That whatever addiction plagued him was warring with something good inside. Something that wanted to be better. She had to—needed to—believe that.


    “Jacob Bent,” Amy said.


    “Huh?”


    “He was a serial killer they interviewed for my first book about the Fannelli brothers. They allowed me to sit in on the interview. Jacob Bent appeared to be the anomaly the Fannelli brothers wished they were.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Normal family, normal upbringing. Yet he raped and killed six women, all before his eighteenth birthday.”


    “Wow, that’s young.”


    “Yeah…” Amy drifted again.


    Carrie brought her back. “So why are you mentioning this guy? Do you see some correlation between him and Caleb?” Carrie asked these words with incredulous tones, as though the very idea was absurd.


    And how Amy too wanted to believe the very idea was absurd. And it could be. Still, she went on for all the aforementioned reasons her mind had justified.


    “Jacob Bent told me he was a quiet kid in school.”


    (Like Caleb.)


    “Just another unassuming kid wandering the halls. No violent impulses whatsoever.”


    (Like Caleb?)


    “He was social enough not to raise doubt about his psyche, but he preferred to be alone. To process whatever bumps life threw at him by himself.”


    (Like Caleb.)


    “When he was thirteen, his class took a field trip into the city. He wandered away from his group, wandered too far, and was assaulted in an alley. He fought the attacker off with a pocket knife—something his father had given him on his tenth birthday. He claims he stabbed the guy in the neck and killed him. Claims he stood there and watched the guy bleed to death before hurrying back to his group. He never said a word about it.”


    “Was that true? Was it ever confirmed?”


    Amy shrugged. “Don’t know. He said no one ever found out. He also said that was the beginning for him.”


    “Beginning?”


    “It ‘turned’ him, he said. He said it stimulated him in ways he couldn’t describe. He told me he masturbated to the memory until the memory wasn’t enough anymore.”


    “What?”


    “It didn’t make sense to me at the time either. I consulted with experts in the field. They told me how sex and violence can become intertwined during a young man’s formative years. That soon the two become one and the same. The impulse for sex fuels the impulse for murder, and vice versa.”


    “Which is why he moved on to rape and murder.”


    “Yes. You know how horny teenage boys are. Now imagine if that constant need for sex held one hell of a caveat: regular sex wasn’t enough; there needed to be death involved for any sense of gratification. Bent told me he would strangle the women as he raped them. That he could only climax if he knew they were going to die.”


    “Jesus, Mom.”


    “I asked him why he never told anybody about the incident in the alley when he was thirteen. Clearly he’d acted in self-defense.”


    (Like Caleb.)


    “He said he didn’t know. I then asked him why he didn’t seek help afterwards. The urges he felt. He knew right from wrong. His family had instilled him with morals. He had no history of mental illness.”


    “What did he say?”


    “He just shrugged. Said it was too late. He’d been ‘turned.’”


    “I don’t believe it,” Carrie said.


    “I’m only telling you what he told me—”


    “No—I’m saying I don’t believe he had no history of mental illness. Or maybe he didn’t. Psychopaths don’t necessarily need a family history of whackos to be psychopaths. There are one-offs.”


    Amy nodded. “Maybe you’re right. But I couldn’t care less about Jacob Bent’s family tree. I care about ours. I care about Caleb.”


    “So, are you saying that it’s possible Caleb killing that man ‘turned’ him, as that Jacob Bent man said?”


    Amy said nothing.


    “This is Caleb we’re talking about here, Mom.”


    “And yet here we are—talking about it.”


    Carrie shook her head. “I don’t believe it. I won’t believe it.”


    “You said you felt there was something ‘bad’ in him.”


    “I do feel that way. But I refuse to believe my brother jerks off to the notion of killing people.”


    “Carrie.”


    “Mom.”


    “I’m not suggesting he does either,” Amy said. “I think Caleb’s at war with himself. I feel he has violent impulses that scare the hell out of him, possibly bred from the moment he killed that man at such a vulnerable age. I also believe that the son I know—the brother you know—is still in there somewhere, trying to do the right thing. But in typical Caleb fashion, he keeps himself to himself.”


    A floorboard creaked behind them. Whiplash quick, mother and daughter turned their heads and looked at Caleb.


    “How much of that did you hear?” Amy asked.


    “Most,” Caleb replied.


    Amy felt her son would resent placation. “And?” was all she said, yet not without reservations at her terseness.


    Tears welled up in Caleb’s eyes. Amy immediately went to get up, but Caleb stuck out his hand, urging her to sit back down.


    “You want to help me?” Caleb asked.


    “More than anything, sweetheart,” Amy said, tears in her own eyes now.


    “Give me Mr. Dixon’s private number.”


    “Mr. Dix—Domino’s protégé?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    “Do you want to help me or not?”
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    The option to sit outside for lunch was available to students, yet on this particular autumn day, it was just too damn cold—the precise reason Andy and Charlie had chosen to sit outside. They needed to be alone.


    Seated on a picnic table across from one another, they fiddled with their soda cans (they’d forgone lunch for sodas only, their appetites—given recent events—gone), finding eye contact difficult. A mutual feeling of embarrassment hung in the air, stinging far greater than the chill that had already reddened their cheeks.


    “Nothing’s changed,” Charlie eventually said.


    “Huh?”


    “We might think we’ve changed, but they don’t—” Charlie flicked his chin towards the cafeteria doors. “They think we’re the same we’ve always been.”


    “But we’re not,” Andy said.


    “So what? What’s the point if they don’t know it?”


    “We need to be patient.”


    “I don’t want to be patient. I want them to know. I want them to know what we’ve done. What we’re capable of. Who we’re becoming.”


    Andy drained his soda and wrenched off the metal tab, dropping it into the can’s hole. He belched loudly into the wind. “You saying they should be next?”


    “I’m saying they need to start showing us some fucking respect. Everyone needs to start showing us some respect.”


    “I’m not so sure putting them on our list would be a good idea,” Andy said.


    “Why?”


    “Remember what Arty and Jim said about avoiding rich pricks in suburbia? The world would come to a screeching halt. Police will treat it like the president’s been taken. We’d get caught.”


    “First off, I’m not suggesting all three get added to our list. Just Mike Childs—just him. Second, maybe getting caught isn’t such a bad thing.”


    “Huh?”


    “I have a confession to make,” Charlie said.


    “What?”


    “I watched the last tape.”


    “You did what?”


    “I watched the last tape.”


    Confusion now joined the betrayed outrage on Andy’s face. “When?”


    “The first night, after we’d watched the first two. You fell asleep before me. I don’t know why I picked the last tape. I guess it was like starting a book and then flipping to the last few pages to see how it ends, you know?”


    Confusion gone, Andy was now back to betrayed outrage, far more so. “No, I don’t know. We made a vow…” He shook his head. “This is so fucking uncool.”


    “I know it is. I’m sorry.”


    Andy kept shaking his head. “Fuck you, man…”


    “Look, I could have kept lying to you and told you I never watched it, but I didn’t. I came clean. Isn’t that worth something?”


    Andy angrily crumpled his soda can and tossed it at the trash can nearby. He missed, cursed, got up, walked over to the can, and stomped it flat. He bent and picked up the flattened can, not dropping it in the garbage can, but skimming it sidearm across the school’s yard instead, like a kid might skip a stone across a lake.


    And this brought a little smile to Charlie’s face, reminding him of something he’d seen on that last tape.


    And after Andy had eventually calmed down, Charlie explained his plan, his reasoning as to why it might not be such a bad idea to get caught. That if they pulled it off, they would become immortalized in the annals of American criminal history.


    Charlie also explained to Andy what that something he’d seen on the last tape was. That something that had made Charlie smile only moments ago.


    It was footage, Charlie had said, of Patrick Lambert teaching his son, Caleb, how to skip stones across a lake. Crescent Lake, to be exact.
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    Jack Dixon answered on the first ring. “Dixon.”


    Caleb cleared his throat. “Jack Dixon?”


    “Who’s this?”


    “My name is Caleb Lambert. I was—”


    “Caleb Lambert, no shit.” Dixon’s tone went from stern to warm like a switch had been flipped. “Jesus, you sound like a grown man.”


    “So you remember me?” Caleb asked.


    “Of course I do. You were a son to Domino. My team has been keeping a watch on your family ever since.”


    “You have? I never noticed.”


    “You’re not supposed to.”


    Caleb smiled. And then the smile dropped like a stone, the stone plummeting to his gut where it burned hot and uneasy. Just how close of a watch had they been keeping? And did that watch include his little adventure with the prostitute and the bartender?


    “Still there?” Dixon asked.


    “Yeah, I’m here.”


    “Anything I can help you with, Caleb?”


    Caleb pushed on with his initial objective. If Jack Dixon knew what Caleb had gotten up to that night, he certainly wasn’t acting as such.


    “Yeah, there kinda is,” Caleb replied.


    “Name it and it’s done.”


    “I’m not sure it’s something I want to say over the phone.”


    “No one’s listening, son. Well, they might be trying, but they won’t get shit. My signal bounces across all four corners of this globe like Pong.”


    “Pong?”


    Dixon could be heard chuckling. “Never mind.”


    Caleb chuckled back; it felt like the thing to do. Then: “I’d feel more comfortable talking in person, if that’s all right.”


    “Of course. I can be in your neck of the woods in a few hours. Want to grab a late lunch?”


    “Sure.”


    “Fine. Pick a spot for us and I’ll hit you up when I’m close.”


    “Sounds good. Thank you.”


    “See you soon.”


    • • •


    They met at a small diner a few miles from the Lambert home. A “late lunch” had turned out to be a blessing for Caleb; the place was all but empty. He wanted privacy for what he was about to ask Jack Dixon.


    Caleb remembered meeting Jack Dixon when Domino was still alive. He remembered the man as being thin and tall, as tall as his father. Eyes a startling pale blue beneath a head of fine blond hair. Cheekbones high and sharp.


    Seeing Jack Dixon now, over a decade later, he found that the man’s physical characteristics—save a few more wrinkles and a few less hairs—were mostly intact. The height was the only thing that surprised Caleb. He’d remembered the man being as tall as his father. Now, they were nearly the same height. Man to man, if you will.


    Caleb wondered what it would be like seeing Domino again. No—he wondered what Domino’s reaction to seeing him again would be. To seeing the young man he’d become. Caleb felt an instant burn in his chest and willed the thought away. An old hat at suppressing all things painful, was Caleb Lambert.


    (Then why are we here?)


    The waitress, rough-looking but warm, tagging them “hon” or “sweetie” whenever feasible, sat them in a booth at Jack’s request. She brought them coffee and water and told them to take their time with the menu.


    Jack flapped a Splenda packet back and forth between his fingers before tearing it open and dumping it into his coffee. He spoke as he did so. “Want to do the whole small-talk thing? Tell you how much you’ve grown, that you’re looking good and all that?”


    Caleb sipped his coffee. “Not particularly.”


    “Good. Because I’d be lying. You’ve definitely grown. Got your dad’s genes in that department. But I’d be lying if I told you that you looked good.”


    “Thanks?”


    Jack smiled. “Out with it, son.”


    Caleb had rehearsed what he would tell Jack at least a dozen times, each time as uncertain as the last. Today was no different.


    “It’s not an easy—I’m not really sure how to say it.”


    Jack added cream to his coffee, stirred, sipped, and said: “Well, why don’t we stick to the ‘no small talk’ rule?”


    Caleb nodded, paused, then leapt.
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    Jack Dixon listened. He did not interrupt once. He did not show shock or concern once. Just listened with the stoic face of a man whose life experiences had either desensitized him to all things disturbing, or had at least granted him the necessary poker face to withstand them until he could be safely alone and remove that face, preferably with a bottle of bourbon.


    When their food had arrived, Jack ate slowly and methodically, never taking his eyes off Caleb as the boy spoke.


    Caleb touched his food in the literal sense only, prodding it here and there with a fork, never once bringing it to his mouth. The waitress had come over, gesturing to Caleb’s full plate: “Everything turn out okay, hon?” And Caleb had returned a labored smile, telling her it was fine, thank you. When she came back a second time—“want to order something different, sweetie?”—Caleb was smack in the middle of telling Jack Dixon about his growing urge to kill people.


    And so it was Jack who had replied for Caleb, smiling up at the waitress with a fine-tuned offering that somehow projected “fuck off” politely, answering then in similar “fuck off please and thank you” fashion with: “We’ll call you if we need anything,” leaving the waitress to wander off, bewildered, wondering whether she should be offended. It was a skill Caleb immediately coveted, stowing it away to be practiced later—assuming Jack Dixon would accommodate his odd request, that is. Hard to practice the innocuous fuck-off smile and tone if you’ve got a silver bullet in your head.


    Spiel done, Caleb felt hollow. He’d hoped (prayed) to feel some sense of relief, something perhaps cathartic that, after hearing it voiced aloud in his own words, would lead him to believe it all absurd, that his plight was not so black and white—either a silver bullet for them or a silver bullet for me—but one that offered several shades of gray he had not yet considered.


    He felt no such catharsis. No alternate shades of gray were forthcoming. Voicing it all aloud for the first time, he felt his plight was blacker and whiter than ever.


    Unless…


    (Unless what?)


    Unless Jack Dixon suggests shades of gray.


    (Make up your mind—do you want him to serve you up a license to kill people with impunity so you can satisfy whatever the hell is going on inside your head, or do you want him to suggest a way to tame the beast?)


    Tame the beast?


    (Up until now, it seems as though you’ve resigned yourself to two options—feed the beast or kill it.)


    Feeding the beast IS taming it.


    (Feeding the beast is appeasing it. The way a pet snake fools its owner by acting the pet as long as it’s kept fat, its loyalty only extending as far as its next meal.)


    A snake is cold and unfeeling. I am NOT.


    (As long as you’re appeased, you’re not.)


    Fuck you.


    Jack Dixon’s stoic way of listening extended to his manner when talking. Couple that with his distaste for small talk, and Caleb was more than appreciative. Whatever was coming, he wanted it curt and between the eyes.


    “Sounds to me like you’d like to be a contract killer,” Jack said. “Not unlike Domino’s nemesis, Monica Kemp.”


    Caleb quickly shook his head. “No—no, nothing like her. I don’t want to hurt good people. I would only hurt people who…who deserve to be hurt.”


    “And who are you to decide who deserves to be hurt and who doesn’t?”


    “The people who tormented my family. Killed my father. Killed Domino. I would say people like that deserve it, wouldn’t you?”


    “I would. But those people found you, Caleb. How do you propose to find them?”


    “I don’t know. I guess that’s why I’m here. I thought maybe you would know how to find them.”


    Jack chuckled. “With what, my crystal ball?”


    Caleb looked away.


    “Domino was in the protection business, son. I am in the protection business. As I just stated, we do not look for trouble, we simply put a stop to it when it comes looking for our clients. Still, if we had the means and sought to pre-empt such trouble, we would be vigilantes.”


    “What’s wrong with being a vigilante?”


    “Other than the fact that it’s illegal? Moral and ethical concerns, I suppose.”


    “Punishing wicked people hardly moves the needle on my moral compass.”


    Jack smirked. “I’m sure it doesn’t. And I’m sure there are plenty of people in this world who think the way you do, son. The man who takes matters into his own hands and guns down his daughter’s killer in court, for example. He’s celebrated for it after. People empathize and claim they would do the same.”


    “Damn right.”


    “Only he’s celebrated in prison, son. As much as our legal system may seem unfair at times, we are slaves to it. Your passion may exempt you from the moral issue, but nothing can grant you immunity from the legal one.”


    “I’m okay with that. If I’m caught, I’m caught.”


    Jack nodded and sipped the last of his coffee. “Well, you might be, but I am not. If Domino were here, he’d tell you the same.”


    “But he’s not here, is he? He’s not here because of a psycho little cunt named Kelly Blaine. Are you honestly telling me that if you’d had the chance to kill that bitch before she visited Domino’s house that night, you wouldn’t have? Be honest.”


    Now it was Jack who looked away.


    “You would have, right? Come on, man, be honest. Fuck the law—you would have.”


    Jack said nothing. Kept his gaze averted.


    Caleb sucked his teeth, doing little to hide his contempt.


    Jack finally turned back to Caleb. “I’m sorry, Caleb. I’m sorry you’re going through what you’re going through. I’m sorry these urges are consuming you like they are. And I appreciate that you’re taking steps to fight them rather than submit to them—”


    “Then help me—”


    Jack raised a hand. “But Domino left me in charge of the most prestigious protection agency on the planet, and we simply cannot be a part of vigilantism…” He looked away again. “We can’t.” Jack took the check the waitress had left on the table and slid out of the booth. “Lunch is on me. Take care of yourself, son.”


    Caleb said nothing, just nodded once and dropped his gaze to the table. He was fiddling absently with a sugar packet when the waitress appeared and slid him the check.


    Caleb looked up at her. “My friend took care of it.”


    The waitress did not reply. Just gestured down at the check and tapped it with her index finger before leaving.


    Caleb frowned and picked up the check. There was a phone number scribbled on it. Beneath that number, an answer and a name:


    You’re goddamned right I would have.


    Ask for Ray.
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    Caleb sat on the edge of his bed, phone number in hand, hesitant as the day was long. He felt like a kid building the courage to dial his grade school crush.


    Ray. Who the hell was Ray?


    (Clearly, Ray is someone who can provide the things for you that Jack Dixon could not.)


    Why didn’t Jack just hand me the number himself, then? Explain who Ray was, then? Why the cloak-and-dagger shit?


    (I thought he made himself fairly clear. Like the cop who wants a criminal dead, but can’t legally risk his job, pension, whatever, by condoning such a thing to a willing party. So he says no. No way. That would be illegal, good sir; I want no part of it. Only to meet up with said party at a safer time to say, fuck yeah, kill the son of a bitch. Take photos too, please.)


    Covering his ass.


    (Bingo. Like he said, he runs the most prestigious protection company on the planet. He can’t blatantly risk such an enterprise by condoning vigilantism.)


    But he IS condoning it.


    (HE is. His company isn’t. I thought his distinctions were clear. Why are you second-guessing shit? You’ve been granted what you wanted.)


    We don’t know that yet. We don’t know who Ray is.


    (Then call the fucking guy already.)


    Caleb dialed.
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    The last tape ended. The Lambert family tape.


    Charlie looked at Andy. “What do you think?”


    “I think it’s awesome. It’s…priceless.”


    “And my idea?”


    Andy looked away. “It goes against everything Arty and Jim believed in.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Getting caught? On purpose? Everything Arty and Jim preached was geared towards anonymity. To do what they did forever. Don’t you want that?”


    “I want to be feared,” Charlie said. “I was wrong about respect. I want fear. Respect fades. Fear is forever.”


    “But Arty and Jim…” Andy said.


    “What about them? I’m still a fan. I’m still their biggest fan. But maybe we were looking at this all wrong. Maybe being the next Arty and Jim wasn’t our true calling. Maybe we need to be the first Andy and Charlie.”


    “We haven’t accomplished nearly the things they have.”


    “It depends on your definition of accomplish. Actually, we have the opportunity to accomplish something they couldn’t do.”


    Andy dropped his head. “I don’t know, man.”


    “What if Arty and Jim weren’t our spirit guides like we imagined they were?” Charlie said. “What if they were helping us find our own way? It’s like handwriting, man. Everyone’s taught the same letters, the same method of creating those letters, but everyone’s handwriting is unique. What if Arty and Jim were just giving us the letters, and now it’s up to us to develop our own handwriting? Our own signatures?”


    “It feels premature,” Andy said.


    “We don’t have much time. How long until they find out about our folks?”


    “Then we go on the run like we planned.”


    “For how long? I agree with you; we haven’t accomplished nearly enough as Arty and Jim have. We sure as hell made a mess of the hooker thing.”


    “That was our first time.”


    “Which proves my point. Other than the hooker and our parents, we don’t have enough experience under our belts, not enough trophies in our case. If we got caught soon after we ran, what would separate us from anyone else? Who would talk about us years from now? No one, that’s who. But if we accomplish this, we’ll be fucking famous, brother. Infamous. Fucking campfire stories for centuries.”


    Andy dropped his head again.


    “Is it Arty and Jim that you’re worried about?” Charlie asked. “If we pull this off, you don’t think they’ll be smiling down on us? If anything, we’d be fucking honoring them.”


    “You make it sound easy.”


    “It won’t be. But it is doable. If Amy Lambert really wanted to hide her family, she wouldn’t be on the news every damn minute. Putting out bestsellers like she does. The bitch is an attention whore. I say we give her that attention.”


    Andy stayed quiet. Charlie went on.


    “Think about what I said at lunch today: We might think we’ve changed, but no one else sees it. In their eyes, we’re still the pathetic pieces of shit we’ve always been. It’s time to change that.”


    “Aren’t you afraid of prison? We wouldn’t last one second.”


    “We’ll be given special privileges.”


    Andy frowned. “How do you figure that?”


    “We’ve got one hell of a bargaining chip. Or should I say, chips.”


    Andy’s frown remained. “Like what?”


    Charlie nudged the cardboard box of tapes over towards Andy with his toe. “What do serial killers often do to buy themselves lesser sentences, special privileges, and all that after they’re caught?”


    Andy looked down at the box of tapes.


    Charlie went on. “They offer to reveal the locations of several more victims they claim to have killed during their reign. Lawyers and cops go nuts for it because it gives them the hope that they might attach some of those victims to the millions of missing-persons cases they have. Now, most of those killers are full of shit and are just bluffing to try to buy themselves time, but we, my friend, are not bluffing. We have rock solid fucking proof.” He nudged the box with his toe again. “We have actual video footage of countless victims at the hands of the infamous Arty and Jim Fannelli.”


    Andy looked up at Charlie. His skepticism was still evident, but lessened some.


    “We hide the tapes. Scatter them all over the place like a fucking scavenger hunt—” He laughed at his own wit. “We give them one, and only one, the priceless—as you so rightfully called it—tape with the Lambert family, with the promise of many more to come if they accommodate our needs. And they will accommodate our needs. Just imagine when the press gets wind of the tapes. And we’ll make damn sure they do. All those potential victims out there? The families of those victims demanding closure to the as-yet-unsolved disappearances of their loved ones? The public backlash will be fucking huge if the police don’t play ball.”


    “But it won’t be just one tape we give them at first,” Andy said. “It’ll be two.”


    Now it was Charlie that frowned. “Huh?”


    A smirk crept onto Andy’s face. “They’ll get the Lambert family tape we just watched, and then they’ll get the official Lambert Family Sequel with special guest star Mike Childs.”


    Charlie cried out with joy, leapt to his feet, and dove on top of his friend, the two of them tumbling to the floor in a laughing embrace.


    There was much to do, but now was a time for celebration.
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    Christ, this is how every friggin’ horror movie starts, Caleb thought. Lost on a back road at night in God’s country. And Caleb supposed he, of all people, was a bit of an authority on the subject, a musing that held no humor.


    How nice it would be if he could just use the maps app on his phone instead of the handwritten directions he had. But, as Ray had told him on the phone: “No app is gonna help you find ME, son. Fucking NASA can’t find me.”


    And Ray had been right. Caleb had initially chalked up the man’s talk to bravado and entered the directions into his phone anyway. And they had gotten him a good ten miles without incident before his phone went on the fritz, kept telling him, in its synthetic female voice, “Re-routing…re-routing…re-routing…” before Caleb pulled to the side of the rural road, fiddled with his phone to no avail, and then ultimately gave up and snatched the hand-written directions, cursing his piss-poor handwriting and once again musing without joy that his nearly indecipherable chicken scratchings made for a solid vehicle to move the horror-movie plot along, inevitably getting him lost.


    Caleb had heard the expression “off the grid” before, but, like Ray’s boastings of invisibility, he had believed the expression to be more bravado than fact—much as we’d like to think otherwise, we are all slaves to the inescapable eye of technology.


    Ray, however, appeared to be the exception. This was both comforting and concerning. Comforting for the prospect that Ray was the real deal, the one man who might be able to help him, concerning because, well, he was fucking lost and might not ever get to the man.


    He considered calling him. Wondered whether he could call him. Would Ray’s cell signal be scrambled this close to his house? But then, was he close? And how would it look if he called? “Hi, sir. I’m on my way to see you about that vigilante stuff we talked about, but I got lost on the back of some scary road. Can you come get me?” Hardly the stuff of John Wick.


    What to do—keep driving around aimlessly until you happen upon some semblance of residency?


    (Sure. Why stop the horror movie now? Find a deserted farmhouse while you’re at it. Preferably one with sounds of a chainsaw coming from within.)


    “Fuck,” he muttered.


    And then his cell phone rang and scared the crap out of him.


    The number was restricted. He answered on the third ring.


    “Lost, ain’t ya?” Ray.


    “What makes you say that?”


    “Because I’m watching you, son.”


    Caleb killed the ignition and quickly exited the car, began looking in all directions. Farmland as far as the eye could see; the moon, full and bright, the only thing separating his post from total darkness.


    “See me?” Ray asked, chuckling.


    “No…” Caleb replied distractedly, eyes still going in all directions, still seeing nothing across the silhouetted country horizon. “How can you see me?”


    “I see everything, son. That’s why you’re coming to see me, ain’t it?”


    “I…yes.”


    Ray chuckled again. “Just sit tight, partner. I’m gonna go take a shit, and then I’ll come get ya.”


    • • •


    Not a single car passed Caleb on the side of that rural road before Ray made an appearance. And what an appearance. For a man as renowned as he was concerning all things technology and surveillance, Caleb was expecting…well, he didn’t really know what to expect. Certainly not a man appearing in a battered pickup truck, dressed in attire more fitting for mucking out stalls, hygiene seemingly just as fit for those stalls.


    But then a part of Caleb supposed the man’s appearance did make sense. To a man with his capabilities, whose work clearly consumed him, materialistic things and hygiene were simply not a priority, but just a distraction that got in the way of bigger things. Add nutrition to that list as well. The man was coat-rack thin.


    “Tried using your phone to find me, didn’t ya?” Ray asked the moment he climbed out of his truck. He was grinning a big scruffy grin. Even blinded by the headlights of his still idling truck, Caleb could tell he was missing teeth.


    Caleb held up a hand. “Guilty.”


    Ray seemed delighted by this. Not so much by Caleb’s admission, but by the fact that Caleb had failed to locate him with the app on his smartphone.


    “Told ya it wouldn’t work, didn’t I?”


    “Yes, you did.”


    Ray looked Caleb up and down. “Christ, you are just a kid, aren’t ya? Jack told me you were young.”


    “What else did Jack tell you?”


    “Just that I’m supposed to give you whatever you want. Said he’d owe me one.”


    Caleb considered the relationship between Jack and Ray. The two couldn’t be any different. Jack was meticulous and disciplined, by the book—barring this little addendum to that book, of course.


    Ray was, well, who knew what the hell Ray was just yet. He certainly appeared to be the antithesis of Jack.


    “You guys close?” Caleb asked.


    Ray laughed. “Me and Jack? Hell no. Jack can’t stand me. Doesn’t approve of what I get up to one bit—”


    What he gets up to?


    “—but even a Boy Scout like Jack Dixon knows you got to break the rules every now and then if you want to win. What’s the old saying? If you’re not cheating, you’re not trying? Jack knows who his daddy is. He hates it, but he knows who to come to when he’s out of his Boy Scout options. I suppose he made another exception to that rule when referring me to you.”


    “I suppose he did.”


    Ray grinned again. “Okay then—you ready to get a move on?”


    Caleb nodded.


    “Well, you got two choices. You can leave your car here and hop on in the truck with me, or you can follow—”


    “I’ll follow you,” Caleb said. “I don’t feel comfortable leaving my mother’s car out here.”


    “Mother’s car. Jesus. Just where the hell is this night gonna lead us, I wonder?”


    • • •


    Caleb had joked to himself earlier about happening upon an isolated farmhouse with a chainsaw-wielding killer within. Now, as he followed Ray’s pickup down the long gravelly road towards the man’s isolated farmhouse, he hoped the coincidences stopped there.


    Obviously, Jack would not have led Caleb into the arms of a complete lunatic, but as they say, there was a fine line between genius and insanity. And there was still that whole “what I get up to” business the man had mentioned that Jack didn’t approve of. Caleb only hoped the man loitered on the genius side of that fine line while he was in his company. Let the man be insane on his own time.


    • • •


    Parked in the driveway now, Ray leading Caleb towards the rear of the farmhouse—the enormous home yet another testament to Ray’s philosophy on the importance of material things; it was a dump—they stopped at two large wooden doors angled up just slightly from the ground that led down into a cellar.


    The doors were beaten and weathered like the rest of the house, yet the two giant padlocks to the doors appeared brand new; their shine was evident in the moonlight. Odd, Caleb thought. Why spring for new locks if the doors themselves were so battered? One or two good kicks and the wood would give, sending those fancy locks flying. Did the man’s genius see fit to neglect materialism, hygiene, nutrition, and common freaking sense?


    Yet when Ray fished the keys out from his pocket and turned to Caleb before unlocking, it was as though he’d read Caleb’s mind. “Locks are just for appearance’s sake to deter looky-loos,” he said. “Still, I keep ’em new because if they rust over, then I got to get my bolt cutters.”


    This still made no sense to Caleb. The appearance of a locked cellar would hardly deter a determined intruder. And then there was Ray’s mentioning of bolt cutters. If someone didn’t feel like kicking the locks off, they could surely scout the place out first and then bring along some bolt cutters to make the job easier and quieter.


    Ray unlocked the padlocks, pocketed them, swung the heavy wooden doors open, and guided Caleb down a small flight of concrete steps. Before them was an iron door. Nothing fancy, just one big iron door. Still not a deal breaker to a determined intruder, Caleb thought. There were heavy-duty tools for such a job.


    “Open her up for me, will you?” Ray asked Caleb, gesturing towards the iron door. He held up a spindly hand, the knuckles on his fingers bulbous. “Arthritis.”


    “You got a key?”


    “Nah—she’s unlocked.”


    Zero sense.


    Caleb reached for the door’s equally iron handle and got the shock of a lifetime. Literally.


    Caleb stumbled backwards and grabbed his chest. It felt like he’d been hit by a damn fireball out of a video game.


    He instantly spun on Ray and grabbed him by the throat, ramming him backwards against one of the stone walls within the cellar entrance’s small enclosure.


    And Ray laughed wildly, even as he struggled to breathe within Caleb’s grip.


    “What the fuck was that about?!” Caleb screamed.


    Ray continued to laugh manically, albeit in sputters and gurgles now as Caleb’s grip tightened, seemingly without concern for his dwindling air. Tears still fell freely from the man’s eyes; he still grinned that


    (crazy, fucking CRAZY)


    grin of his.


    Caleb let go. Ray bent over and began something that was a mix of coughing and laughing.


    “Why did you do that?” Caleb said. His right fist was clenched, ready to remove the rest of Ray’s teeth the moment he stood upright. Jack Dixon vouching for this guy as a means to Caleb’s end or not, he was not about to let the crazy bastard fuck with him for his own amusement. Nobody fucked with a Lambert for their own amusement. Not anymore.


    Ray eventually stood upright, the coughing done, but the laughter—giggling now—remaining.


    “Oh, it was just a little fun, partner…” he said. “I thought you Marines were tough.”


    “I am tough,” Caleb said. “You do something like that again, though, and I’ll stick your fucking tongue to that door handle.”


    “Oh my, you do got a dark side, don’t ya?”


    Dark side? What DID Jack tell him about me?


    “Just don’t pull any shit like that again,” Caleb said.


    Ray waved an apologetic hand at him. “All right, all right. You’re lucky I had the voltage turned down as low as I did. If I cranked her, you’d be a rib roast right about now.”


    “So, I guess this is your true line of defense against ‘looky-loos,’” Caleb said.


    “One of many.” He pulled a small remote control from his pocket, fiddled with a few buttons—minute beeps could be heard from the other side—and then reached for the door’s handle, shock free. He then put his shoulder against the heavy iron door and began pushing it open, its sheer weight slowing the process. “Like I’m keen on telling Jack—and I’ll bet good money he agrees—when the end of days is upon us…”


    The iron door now completely open, Caleb stepped inside the cellar. What he saw dropped his mouth.


    Behind him, Ray finished with: “…I’ll be the last motherfucker standing.”
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    Caleb continued to just stand and stare, absorbing it but ignorant to exactly what he was absorbing. Something big. Something huge. Something beyond his scope of comprehension.


    He flashed on the iconic scene in The Wizard of Oz, his mother’s favorite film. The scene when a bewildered Dorothy first steps into the mysterious and colorful world of Oz, leaving the simple gray of her previous world behind.


    Did that make Ray the wizard?—


    (does that make you Dorothy?)


    Fuck off.


    —If you asked him, Ray would almost assuredly say he was. Only he’d be the first to tell you that unlike Emerald City and the phony wizard therein, flashing his superficial scares and such to keep the mythos alive, he and his cellar in Bumblefuck were the real deal. The Wizard of Bumblefuck, was Ray.


    Only Caleb would soon find out that was wrong. Ray, it would seem, was wizard of far more places than Bumblefuck, Pennsylvania.


    Ray’s magic stretched continents.


    • • •


    Wall-to-wall technology as far as Caleb’s eyes could see. Monitors, hundreds of them, small and large, color and black and white, displaying everything from international news, to running lists of code, to internet exchanges between strangers via email and social media and message boards and everything else in between, to CCTV and other video footage. Video footage tracking bird’s-eye views of random cars in transit. Exteriors and interiors of bars and restaurants and hotels and offices. Exteriors and interiors of people’s homes, from backyard to front door and every angle in between. From bedroom to den—


    (interior? How the hell…???)


    —and every nook without a name. All of this footage somehow capturing audio, many displaying that audio in subtitles at the bottom of the screen.


    These things, save for multiple keyboards broad and small, here there and everywhere, were all Caleb could really identify. The rest of the machinery throughout the cellar, no less abundant, no less large and small, no less here there and everywhere, Caleb likened to the idea of a computer’s guts, spilled out and stuck onto all four walls of the cellar, each piece’s purpose as much of a mystery to him as the next.


    And this analogy, like the Wizard of Oz one he’d just summoned, was equally apt; Caleb felt as if he’d stepped inside a freaking computer the size of a cellar. Which quickly begged the question that had been eating at him ever since Ray spoke—


    (“Jack can’t stand me. Doesn’t approve of what I get up to one bit…”)


    —it. Just what the hell did Ray do? And why didn’t Jack Dixon approve?


    “Grab a seat, partner,” Ray said, motioning to a chair before the largest wall of monitors in the cellar. “Mi casa es su casa.”


    Caleb absently took the seat offered to him, his eyes stuck to the wall of monitors like a fanatic at a sports bar.


    Ray came right out with it. “I’m a man who gives few fucks about few things. You’re here to find people, yes? A particular type of person?”


    Caleb took his eyes off the screens. “What exactly did Jack tell you?”


    “Does it matter? You’ve got your reasons, and I just told you I don’t give a shit about them.”


    “It matters to me.”


    Ray sighed. He gave Caleb the face of a man roped into some drama he would have otherwise avoided. “He told me you were keen on pulling some Dexter shit. Finding and punishing the naughty folks in the world. That sound about right?”


    “I…yeah, I guess it does. But the reason I—”


    Ray held up a hand. “Don’t care. You got your reasons, and that’s enough for me. I’m not one to judge. Christ, the shit I get up to in here, I’m the last to judge.”


    Ask already. “Just what the hell do you get up to?”


    Ray grinned his grin. “Blackmail, partner. If someone out there’s got a secret they can’t afford the world to know about, you can bet your ass I know about it—” His grin was now his whole face, missing teeth and all. “And I make ’em pay—big-time.”
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    “Blackmail?” Caleb said.


    “Yep.”


    “Why?”


    Ray cocked his head. “Does it matter? You’ve got your reasons; I got mine.”


    Caleb said nothing.


    Ray then laughed. “Just kidding, partner. The money! I do it for the money. I gave up on humanity a long time ago, partner. Nothing but useless wads of flesh, all of them.”


    “So, then what? Is it a ‘if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em’ kind of thing?”


    Ray shrugged. “You could look at it that way, if you want. Don’t really care how you look at it, to be honest.”


    Caleb looked at the largest wall of monitors again—countless stories, countless lives being displayed and watched by one man who had the capability of altering their existence forever.


    “Do you at least target the true assholes of the world?” Caleb asked, still looking at the monitors.


    “We’re all true assholes, partner. We’re born into this world as selfish creatures, and we die as selfish creatures. Don’t be fooled into thinking the masks we wear are who we really are.”


    Those last words punched into Caleb. Who we really are.


    But wasn’t Caleb somewhat of an exception to Ray’s cynical view of mankind? Caleb wasn’t exactly sure who he was, but he did know his urges were bad. And wasn’t that why he was here? Hadn’t he accepted those urges, accepted who he really was? And now he was here to make it right?


    (By taking lives to fulfill those urges? Sounds selfish to me.)


    By taking lives of bad people. Bad people who hurt good people.


    (Only Ray says there ARE no good people.)


    And we’ve enrolled in Ray’s fucked-up school of philosophy already, have we? There ARE good people in this world. But like any endeavor in life, being good takes work.


    Caleb flashed on the novel The Exorcist. To a part in that novel that he felt was the most brilliant part of the story. A part that elevated the book above the standard horror story and into what many coined an actual love story.


    The elder priest, Father Merrin, explains to the younger Father Karras how he had nearly lost his faith. How Father Merrin was tormented by the fact that his love for his fellow man did not come naturally to him. That some people actually repulsed him. How, Merrin wondered, could he be a messenger of God if he was secretly disgusted by those he was supposed to love?


    And then Father Merrin’s revelation had occurred. He realized it was not practical—basically impossible—to be born as such a benevolent figure. That God would not ask of him such an impossible task. That such a status required effort. And it was that effort which made one a truly good person. To express love to your fellow man in spite of any revulsion or distaste. Just as God would always love us in spite of our many faults.


    While Caleb found no use for organized religion, and his belief in God rivaled his belief in Bigfoot, that particular part of the novel had resonated so strongly with Caleb at the time—he was seventeen when he’d read it, in the throes of his current torment—because it brought up one exceptionally painful, at least to Caleb, caveat.


    What about psychopaths?


    Being good might require work for—for lack of a better phrase—a normal mind. But what about a mind that was already born altered? Born—again, for lack of a better phrase—bad? A bad mind that is helpless to bad urges? A bad mind that ultimately succumbs to those urges no matter how much its owner might try to resist them?


    What did that make Caleb? Was he beyond hope? Or was his being here his Father Merrin way of doing good despite his selfish needs? He liked to think it was the latter. Although Father Merrin would undoubtedly tell Caleb that the methods by which he was going about it were more than a little fucked up, but wasn’t he at least trying? How many other psychopaths


    (ARE you a psychopath?)


    of the violent kind did not even try to battle their urges? How many actually delighted in them? He sure as hell knew the fucking Fannelli brothers had.


    Wasn’t that worth something? Anything?


    Perhaps Caleb had been looking at this in a far too dreary light. Perhaps he should be looking at his current predicament as a calling. To use his terrible urges to punish the wicked.


    And then Jack Dixon’s words immediately coming back to him: “And who are you to decide who deserves to be hurt and who doesn’t?”


    Caleb’s reply to Jack during that lunch that day was still truer than ever. More so. He reiterated it now: And who the fuck decided it was all right to take my father’s life? Domino’s life? The countless others lost at the hands of evil men? And to answer your question, Jack: ME. I decide. I will be the one who decides who deserves to be punished. I’ve earned that right. I have fucking EARNED it.


    “You may just be on to something there, Ray,” Caleb said. “I suppose we all wear masks to some extent. Either way, I don’t give a shit.”


    Ray laughed. “Now you’re getting it, partner.”


    “Whatever.” Caleb waved a hand across the miles of technology. “Show me how all this works.”
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    Carrie entered the 7-Eleven and went straight towards the large rectangular coffee station at the back of the store. She fixed herself a large dark roast, cream and two sugars, and brought it to the checkout counter.


    “Pack of Marlboro Lights,” she said to the clerk.


    The clerk fetched her cigarettes and placed them on the counter next to her coffee. Carrie paid and left.


    Outside, she placed her cup of coffee on the hood of a garbage can and began packing her cigarettes, whacking them against the palm of her hand. Unwrapped the plastic covering, opened the box, tore off the foil, tossed the plastic and the foil, plucked out a cigarette, went to light it—


    “Carrie!”


    Carrie stopped and lowered her lighter. Unlit cigarette dangling from her lips, she looked around the parking lot, making eye contact with the male patrons coming and going. Because it was a male who had called her name.


    She saw no one looking back. Perhaps she’d misheard. She raised the lighter to her cigarette again.


    “Carrie Lambert!”


    Carrie stopped again. This time removing the unlit cigarette from her mouth. She rotated on the spot, again hoping to spot the owner of the male voice that had called her name. She might have misheard “Carrie,” but she had not misheard “Carrie Lambert.”


    And again she saw no one looking back, just more patrons shuffling in and out of the convenience store. More patrons entering and exiting their cars in the lot, seemingly oblivious to her presence.


    “Who’s there?” she called out.


    A passing female patron cast her a funny look before entering the store.


    Carrie frowned. A high school friend playing a trick on her?


    She stayed put by the trash can. Lit her cigarette and pocketed her lighter. She sipped her coffee, waiting.


    She smoked her cigarette, eyes still going over the lot, expecting to see an old friend rise up from behind a car, or possibly emerge from the side of the convenience store wearing a playful grin.


    She saw none of that.


    Caleb? Her brother perhaps chastising her for smoking? No—that made little sense. If that was the case, why the game of peek-a-boo? He’d have confronted her immediately.


    Carrie dropped her cigarette and stubbed it out with her toe. Gave a demonstrative splay of her hands in all directions, signifying to whoever was behind this stupid game of peek-a-boo to show themselves before she bailed, and then grabbed her coffee and went towards her car. She opened the driver’s side door and gave one final look around before entering.


    “Whatever,” she muttered, entered the car, and drove off without further incident.


    • • •


    Carrie had been half-right. There was someone hiding around the corner of the 7-Eleven. Two people, actually. But they were no high school friends. They were Andy Franklin and Charlie Hall.


    “Got to looove social media,” Charlie had said to Andy the night before. After a little searching, the two friends had learned quite a bit about Carrie Lambert.


    Amy Lambert might have done a good job of keeping her children out of the public eye via regular media channels, but no one was safe from the cavernous peephole of social media. Worse still, no one was safe from the siren call of social media—the information the boys had gathered had not been divulged voluntarily from “Carrie Lambert,” but it sure as hell was from “Carrie Marie.”


    Carrie Marie, who might have been wise enough to keep her profile picture generic—an island setting—and who might have been wise enough to keep any pictures on her personal page equally generic, was not wise enough to keep from friending Jamie and Janine Brown, current students at the University of Rhode Island…twin daughters of Allan Brown. The Allan Brown, who had famously endured hell at the hands of psycho Kelly Blaine while in the company of Amy Lambert, all of this knowledge easily accessible via regular internet searching or, better yet, Amy Lambert’s recent bestseller.


    After that, it was simply a matter of following the cyber trail. A trail that led to a back and forth via status updates between one Carrie Marie and high school friends who still resided in the area.


    Such gems included:


    Carrie Marie: Ugh. Miss Kutztown so much. Nothing to do here.


    High school friend: You back home???


    Carrie Marie: Yup. Bored stupid. [image: ][image: ]


    High school friend: Hit me up, girl!!! I’ll take your ass to Benny’s for some craziness! [image: ][image: ]


    Quick search on high school friend. High school friend was currently residing in Doylestown, Pennsylvania.


    Quick search on Benny’s in Doylestown to confirm. Boom—Benny’s Tavern. Doylestown, Pennsylvania. Carrie Lambert’s current whereabouts were now confirmed.


    More gems:


    Carrie Marie: D-town peeps: does the 7-Eleven on Eastwick still have the best coffee?


    High school friend: Yes! LOL. Don’t know what the hell they do to it, but it is still my crack. LOL. [image: ][image: ]


    Carrie Marie: Beautiful. I know where I’ll be every morning from now on. Can’t take my mom’s organic shit much longer LOL. [image: ][image: ] Thanks! [image: ][image: ]


    Quick search for the location of the 7-Eleven on Eastwick. Done.


    As to what Carrie Lambert looked like? How to make a positive ID? Not as easy. Andy and Charlie had dug through countless photos of Carrie Marie’s friends, hoping to see Carrie Lambert tagged in one.


    They found none.


    The best they could discover came through conventional internet searching, yet the picture had been outdated. Carrie Lambert was seventeen in the photo, and it had been a profile shot to boot. A pic in the back lot of a popular daytime talk show on which Amy Lambert had just appeared, the photo snapped by a tabloid magazine. They would need something better to work with.


    This morning they’d gotten it. Their little stakeout in the infamous white van outside the 7-Eleven in Doylestown (not a bad drive at all from their little suburb outside of Philadelphia) was a tremendous success—and more than a little fun.


    That just left the younger brother, Caleb Lambert. However, Caleb, it would turn out, was a social media pariah. Even Carrie Marie and her loose lips offered no help in tracking her brother. Other than the fact that Caleb was apparently in the Marine Corps (a high school friend had recently asked how Caleb was managing in the Corps, and Carrie’s response had been nothing but a thumbs-up emoji), no other information could be found on the guy.


    And that was just fine by Andy and Charlie. Let the guy stay wherever the hell he was stationed. Let him be dead. Killed in the line of duty, for all they fucking cared. It would make things a hell of a lot easier to abduct one Lambert kid as opposed to two. Not to mention the guy was a Marine. If the guy was home on leave or whatever, he would be difficult bait to subdue.


    Subduing Carrie Marie for bait? Carrie Marie with her habitual morning trips to the 7-Eleven on Eastwick Road in Doylestown, Pennsylvania? Carrie Marie, former Kutztown University student who was “bored stupid” living back at home and would thus be dropping by Benny’s Tavern soon, time and date assuredly to be released in her status update?


    Subduing Carrie Marie for bait would be like—pun delightfully intended—shooting fish in a barrel.
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    Caleb, awake since dawn, yet still in bed, lay with a forearm draped over his closed eyes, replaying the conversation he’d had the night before with Ray.


    Or more specifically, when Ray had provided Caleb with one hell of a first target…


    Caleb waved a hand across the miles of technology. “Show me how all this works.”


    Ray smiled. “You want to know how it works, or do you want me to get you what you want?”


    “Huh?”


    “If you want me to tell you how it all works, then I’ll be keeping you here ’til Christmas. You want me to get you what you want, what you came here for, then you’ll be on your way tonight.”


    Caleb rolled his eyes. “Get me what I want.”


    Ray spun towards the largest wall of monitors, dozens upon dozens, each of them showcasing a different story in the lives of strangers. Stories that Caleb had learned were more valuable untold than told, and they apparently paid the all-seeing eye of crazy Ray to keep it that way.


    Which suddenly begged a question. It was all so much. Ray might be able to handle the all-seeing eye in this remote cellar, but who handled the legwork? There was no way Ray could handle both, especially when some of those stories on the monitors before Caleb were marked with international locations.


    “Who else do you have working for you?” Caleb asked.


    Ray tapped his chest with his finger. “All me, partner.”


    “Bullshit. You got to have people handling your—I don’t know—transactions, don’t you? Like physically handling them? Picking them up in person to make sure everything goes smoothly?”


    “Nah. Too many working parts. Too many chances for cogs to come loose in the machine. Them cogs being any employees I hire. You think if a drop turned out to be a sting, they wouldn’t give me up to save their asses? I told you: we’re all born into this world as selfish creatures, and we all die as selfish creatures; we just get better at hiding that fact with those masks we cultivate to suit our needs.”


    Of course a man with Ray’s outlook on the human condition wouldn’t trust anyone to be under his employment. Caleb should have guessed this. But it still raised the question of—


    “All right here,” Ray said, waving his arm around the cellar, once again appearing to have read Caleb’s mind. “Everything I need is all right here. Oh sure, I make field trips from time to time when certain jobs demand it, but other than that—” Ray showed Caleb his palms. “I’m not one to get my hands dirty if I can help it.”


    More questions flew at Caleb. And he asked them. How were transactions handled? What happened when people refused to pay? How did he get the cameras and audio and every other damn thing into these people’s lives in the first place? How, how, how—


    “Son,” Ray finally interrupted. “I thought you didn’t want to know how it all worked.”


    “I don’t, I just—”


    “Just what? Just did? We could talk drones, hacked satellites, all the countless goodies of my creation—goodies that would make every so-called intelligence agency in the fucking world collectively come in their pants—but do you really want to know how it all works? Need to know? Jack Dixon referred you to me, despite our many differences. Isn’t that enough for you?”


    Caleb supposed it was. He supposed that Ray could have orchestrated his entire enterprise from the devil himself, but if Jack Dixon had sent him Ray’s way…


    Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t.


    “Yeah,” Caleb said with a sigh, “it’s enough.”


    Ray grinned his grin. “Good. Then let’s get down to it, shall we?”


    Caleb nodded.


    “And let’s not waste any more time with bullshit. Take off your mask and tell me what your selfish little self needs.”


    Caleb stared at him.


    Ray sighed. “You want to find someone who’s up to some naughty shit, yes? Someone who needs putting in their place, as you see it?”


    “It’s not that simple,” Caleb said.


    Ray sighed again. “Make it that simple. I told you I don’t give a shit about your reasons, partner.”


    “Fine.” Caleb stared at the endless wall of monitors. He might as well have been staring at a jigsaw puzzle recently dumped from the box. “How do I…choose?”


    Ray looked Caleb up and down with a sly eye. A smirking eye. “I know your backstory, partner. My guess is you’d like to get your hands on the Fannelli brothers of the world, yes?” Ray spoke these words with both his sly, smirking eye and an eerie frankness. As though Caleb’s backstory carried no more weight than a harmless secret.


    Now it was Caleb who looked Ray up and down. “I thought you didn’t need to know my reasons.”


    “I don’t. But knowing your reasons and helping you choose aren’t necessarily mutually exclusive, are they?”


    “I suppose not. Do you—I mean, are you currently watching anyone like that?”


    “Matter of fact, I am,” Ray said. “Funny how it played out. I was keeping an eye on some bartender moonlighting as a pimp. Was gonna blackmail his ass on that—seems he had quite a little enterprise going despite his blue-collar status—but things got a hell of lot more interesting as time went on.”


    Caleb went cold. The world was a huge place. And Ray had only said very little thus far. The things he found “a hell of a lot more interesting” could have meant anything about anyone anywhere.


    Only the axiom of the world being a small place after all had proved painfully true when Ray grinned his all-knowing grin and said: “Do you know how the rest of this story goes, killer?”
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    “So, then what?” Caleb had said last night to Ray. “You planning on blackmailing me?”


    Ray laughed. “No, no, no, partner. Can’t imagine I’d get much from the likes of you. Not to mention Jack Dixon and his crew would kick my ass if they ever found out.”


    “Did you know? All this time? Did you know about what I did that night?”


    “Yep. Placed you the minute you stepped out of your car on the side of the road.”


    “Why didn’t you say something?”


    Ray shrugged. “Didn’t care. Found it amusing, though. Small world, isn’t it?”


    Caleb took no pleasure in their shared use of the proverb. “Not with you watching it isn’t.”


    Ray found this delightful. He laughed heartily.


    “So, you saw everything,” Caleb said. “You saw what I did to the pimp. You saw the hooker and me dump him.”


    “Saw you fuck her damn good right after too.”


    Caleb looked away.


    “Aren’t you curious as to what I saw after that?” Ray asked. “After you left?”


    Caleb turned back to Ray. “After?”


    “The hooker had two more customers.”


    “She did?”


    “She sure did. Two boys around your age, as a matter of fact.”


    Caleb felt cold again. If he’d learned anything here with Ray tonight, it was that coincidence had left the building.


    He asked it anyway: “They killed her, didn’t they?”


    Ray’s sly, smirking eye was enormous. “They sure did. Beat her to death with a tire iron a few blocks away. Went back and took her van after. Been keeping an eye on them ever since. Their type didn’t seem to fit in that kind of neighborhood. Turns out they were suburban boys. Suburban boys got money, or at least their folks do. Figured they might be willing to pay to keep their little number on the hooker a secret. Want to know the craziest thing?”


    “What’s that?”


    “You met them, partner,” Ray went on. “The next day in the lot behind the bar. You went back for whatever reason, and so did they. You met each other.”


    Yes. Caleb remembered them well. They popped into his head at odd times, those two boys, reminding him of who he feared he might one day become, who he feared he might already be…


    …but most of all, they had reminded him of two particular men who would forever be imbedded in his nightmares.


    “So, what do you say, partner?” Ray asked. “Would you like to place those two boys on your little vigilante radar?”


    “Yes, I would,” Caleb said without pause.
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    Charlie Hall’s father had a gun. He had a lot of guns. Rifles. One of the few things Mr. Hall had ever taught Charlie of any worth was how to use a rifle.


    He’d taken Charlie hunting for the day when Charlie was ten, determined, as Mr. Hall had put it, to “find something you might be good at, boy.”


    But Charlie wasn’t good at it, and the disgust and abuse flowed freely after, culminating with Charlie being tossed a flimsy tent and forced to sleep in the backyard later that night in order to “show your old man some type of goddamned outdoorsmanship.” It had been late November in Pennsylvania. Mr. Hall had never shown Charlie how to properly pitch a tent. Charlie was taken to the hospital the next day for pneumonia.


    More than seven years later, Charlie still didn’t know how to pitch a tent. But he did remember how to use a rifle.


    • • •


    Mike Childs dumped his football gear into the trunk of his black 2020 Audi A5 (a gift from his father on his sixteenth birthday. Mike had wrecked the car three weeks later, and his father had promptly bought him another) and slammed the hood. He was sweaty and hungry after practice, but hunger superseded cleanliness. This meant Wendy’s drive-thru.


    A mayo- and ketchup-glopped slice of onion fell onto his lap after a large bite of a Dave’s Double with cheese, and Mike took his eyes off the road a second too long. When he lifted his head, the brake lights on the white van in front of him were larger than life. Mike stomped his brakes to no avail, rear-ending the van.


    “Fuck!”


    Enraged, Mike all but kicked open the door of his still idling Audi—the Childses were never in the wrong, never in the wrong—and stormed over towards the driver’s side of the van, keen on whooping somebody’s ass or, if the driver was a woman, keen on telling her who he was. Who his father was. That they’d see her in court, and that she would lose.


    When Mike Childs saw Andy Franklin in the driver’s seat, he thought it was Christmas.


    When the side door of the van slid open a second later, and Charlie Hall pointed his father’s rifle into Mike’s face, Mike’s face going from fighting red to shit-scared white in a blink, it was now Charlie Hall who thought it was Christmas.


    Andy hopped out of the driver’s seat and came up behind Mike. Eyes stuck on the rifle’s barrel aimed between his eyes, Mike didn’t even register Andy’s exit.


    Andy brought the tire iron down onto the back of Mike Childs’s head, knocking him cold. Quickly, feverishly, the two friends hoisted Mike Childs into the van, slid the side door shut with a boom, and sped away, the Audi and its newly dented fender idling unattended in the middle of the street.


    Providentially—as had been the case in all of their adventures thus far, Arty and Jim watching over them, they still loved to muse—not a single car had driven by the entire time. It was all so meant to be.
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    “Jesus, man, I think you killed him,” Charlie said to Andy.


    The two friends stared down at Mike Childs, bound on the den floor of the recently deceased Mr. and Mrs. Hall. Mike Childs had yet to stir after Andy’s blow to the back of his head from the tire iron over an hour ago.


    “Well, he’s breathing,” Andy said, gesturing to Mike’s rising and falling torso. “Maybe he’s brain dead.”


    “Fucker always was brain dead,” Charlie said.


    “You got any ammonia?” Andy asked.


    “Huh?”


    “It’s in smelling salts. I don’t know what the hell else is in the stuff, but I know it has ammonia.”


    Charlie left the den and returned with a bottle of ammonia. He brandished it before Andy with a smile. “Matter of fact, we do.”


    “Cool. How do we make him smell it? Do we use, like, a syringe to shoot it up his nose or something?”


    “Fuck that.” Charlie uncapped the bottle and dumped half of it onto Mike’s face. Mike didn’t stir.


    “Shit—maybe he really is brain dead,” Andy said. “Oh well.”


    “Fuck that,” Charlie said again. “This motherfucker is not getting off that easy.” Charlie left the den again. He could be heard rooting around in the kitchen, opening and closing drawers. He returned with a turkey baster.


    “You going to cook him?” Andy said.


    Charlie ignored his friend. He snatched the half-full bottle of ammonia and sucked up a good amount of ammonia with the turkey baster, bent, and jammed the tip of the baster deep into Mike’s right nostril, and squeezed the rubber bulb.


    It worked.


    Mike came to, sputtering and choking, eyes wild and disoriented. He blinked repeatedly, wincing after every few blinks, the ammonia burning his eyes.


    “Well, would you look at that,” Andy said.


    Charlie stood upright, a look of great satisfaction on his face. “Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey, Mikey,” he sang.


    Mike gaped upwards at his two captors, dumbfounded, mouth hanging open in wonder. If he recognized them, it didn’t show.


    Charlie bent again and snapped his fingers in front of Mike’s face. “Hey! Hey, you with us, Mikey?”


    Mike continued to blink away both the ammonia and the cobwebs. Then, in what seemed like the flick of a switch, recollection clicked, and his bewilderment became instant rage.


    “What the fuck?!” Mike Childs savagely fought his binds—duct tape binding both wrists and ankles, wrists behind the back—to no avail. “Get this shit off me, you fucking faggots!!!”


    “Mikey, please,” Charlie said calmly, raising a finger to his lips. “You’re going to disturb my parents.”


    Andy played along. “That would be quite the trick, Charlie.”


    “Why’s that, Andy?”


    “Because we killed them.”


    Charlie slapped his forehead with his palm. “That’s right!”


    Mike didn’t appear to buy it, didn’t even appear to hear it. “You two are dead, you hear me? You’re dead.”


    Charlie squatted next to Mike. “Did you not hear what my friend just said, Mikey? We killed my parents. Andy’s too. What on Earth makes you think we wouldn’t do the same to you?”


    “Bull-fucking-shit, you did,” Mike spat back. “You two pussies couldn’t kill a fucking insect.”


    Charlie glanced back at Andy. “You see, this is what I was talking about. The lack of respect. The lack of fear.”


    Mike Childs laughed. “Fear? You think I’m afraid of you two?”


    “You were certainly shitting yourself when Charlie had his rifle in your face,” Andy said.


    Mike angrily shook his head, refuting this truth. “Like hell I was!”


    “And you’re not afraid now?” Andy asked.


    “Fuck no!”


    Andy looked at Charlie. “You know, he really doesn’t seem afraid anymore. How do we remedy that?”


    Charlie left the den for the kitchen once again. The sounds of a drawer opening and cutlery being rifled through came from a distance.


    Charlie returned with a kitchen knife the size of his forearm. “Got to save some for the main course later,” he said, “but I think we can offer him a little appetizer for the moment.”


    “The fuck is that for?” Mike asked. His voice was shaky and uncertain now.


    “There!” Andy exclaimed, pointing a finger down at Mike. “Right there is exactly how you looked when Charlie had his rifle in your face.”


    Charlie grinned at his friend. Squatted next to Mike again and began gently tracing the tip of the blade across Mike’s face.


    “Okay—wait!” Mike said. “Wait-wait-wait-wait…”


    “Wait, what, Mikey?” Charlie said, his pressure on the blade’s tip increasing, creating tracks just shy of drawing blood.


    “I’m afraid, okay? Is that what you want to hear? You win; I’m afraid. I’m really fucking afraid.”


    “I don’t believe you,” Charlie said, increasing the pressure, the tip of the blade now piercing flesh, Charlie dragging the blade, surgeon-like, down Mike’s cheek.


    Mike cried out. “Jesus Christ, stop! PLEASE STOP!”


    Charlie did. He stood upright again, fingering the blade, wiping Mike’s blood off with his thumb and index finger. He played with the blood between his two fingers with great amusement, like a child might some foreign goo.


    “Tell me you’re sorry,” Charlie said absently, eyes still on the blood between his thumb and index finger. “Tell me you’re sorry for how you treated my friend and me all these years.”


    “I’m sorry,” Mike said instantly.


    Charlie wiped the blood on his pants and glanced back at Andy. “That sound genuine to you?”


    “No, it did not,” Andy said.


    “I’m sorry, all right?! I am truly, truly sorry. I’M SORRY.”


    Charlie glanced back at Andy again. “How about now?”


    “Honestly?” Andy replied. “I’m still not buying it.”


    Charlie sighed. “Yeah…me neither.”


    “Please! Please just stop and let’s talk about it.”


    “We are talking about it,” Charlie said. “And I just thought of another way you can make it up to me.”


    “Done,” Mike said immediately. “Name it and it’s done.”


    “Call me Peanut,” Charlie said.


    “What?”


    “Come on, Mikey, you know the nickname well. Call me Peanut.”


    “Why?”


    “Just do it.”


    “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “It…it’ll make you mad.”


    “Oh, I’ve been beyond mad for a very long time, Mikey. Say it.”


    “Why?” Mike asked again.


    “Because you’re tied up and bleeding and I have a knife. Say it.”


    Mike closed his eyes. “Peanut,” he said meekly.


    Now Charlie closed his eyes. He exhaled long and slow. “Thank you. I needed that extra push for what I wanted to do. I was worried I might not have the stomach for it.” He turned to Andy. “Help me get his pants off.” He turned back to Mike. “My only regret, Mikey, is that I won’t be able to march you up and down the halls after.”
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    Amy walked in the front door, gym bag slung over one shoulder, dark hair in a ponytail, gray sweatpants, gray Penn State sweatshirt. She dropped her gym bag next to the stairs and went straight to the kitchen for water.


    Carrie appeared a moment after, done up for a night on the town.


    “Ooh, don’t you look sexy,” Amy said. “Date?”


    “Girls’ night. How was kung fu?”


    “Jiu-jitsu,” Amy corrected her. “And it was fine, thanks. Choked two guys out tonight.”


    “They let you compete against children?”


    “Funny.” She snatched Carrie by the arm, yanked her in, and locked on a rear naked choke, squeezing just enough for Carrie to feel the choke’s Ambien potential.


    “Get off me!”


    Amy laughed and let go.


    Carrie fixed her hair. “I hate when you do that.”


    “You should start coming with me,” Amy said. “Would do you some good to learn a few things.”


    “I’ve got better things to do on a Friday night than roll around with sweaty men in pajamas, thank you.”


    Amy went to the sink and started filling a glass of water. “Like you’re not hoping to be rolling around with a sweaty man tonight?”


    “Please stay far away from my love life.”


    Amy finished the glass of water and put it in the dishwasher. “So, what’s this girls’ night about?”


    Carrie went to the mirror in the den to check and see if her mother had ruined her makeup. “Drinks at Benny’s,” she said over her shoulder.


    “Who’s driving?”


    “I am.”


    “Who’s driving home?”


    Still checking her face in the mirror, she replied: “That would also be me.”


    “If you need a ride home, you call me.”


    “I will.”


    “I’m serious, Carrie. This isn’t college. You’re not in walking distance from everything.”


    “I’m not calling my mommy to come pick me up from a bar.”


    “Carrie, look at me.”


    Carrie huffed, turned, and faced her mother.


    “This family doesn’t have the greatest track record when it comes to drinking and driving,” Amy said.


    Bob Corcoran. Amy’s father.


    Carrie’s face went respectfully grave. “I thought Monica Kemp and her father killed Grandpa.”


    “His drunken butt taking a deserted back road to avoid police certainly made it easier for them. And are you really trying to justify drinking and driving to me right now?”


    “No.”


    “Thank you. Please call me, if you need to. And if it’s not cool to have your mommy come pick you up, then at least go talk to your brother. Maybe he will.”


    “I can’t,” Caleb said behind them.


    Mother and daughter jumped and spun.


    “Jesus, honey, you’ve got to stop doing that,” Amy said.


    “I’ve got plans tonight,” Caleb said to Amy. “And I’ll need your car. That okay?”


    “What plans?” Amy asked.


    “The stuff we talked about before,” Caleb said. “Stuff with Jack Dixon.”


    Amy’s face was uneasy but hopeful. “Oh yeah? Is it promising? I mean, could it…help?”


    “I don’t know. Can I have your car?”


    “Of course. I’m in for the night.”


    Caleb nodded. “Thanks.”


    “Well, I guess there goes my ride home, if I need it,” Carrie said.


    Amy turned to Carrie. “Oh right…” She turned back to Caleb. “Your sister may need a ride home later. Are you sure you won’t be available to go get her?”


    “I’m sure,” Caleb said. He looked at Carrie. “Don’t drink.”


    Carrie snorted. “Sure thing, Dad.”


    A terrible quiet came over all three of them.


    Carrie dropped her head. “Ah shit, I’m sorry.” The quiet remained for a few seconds longer. Then: “I’ll take a cab home.”


    “Better yet—” Amy went for her purse on the kitchen counter. “Why not take one there as well? On me. Silly to leave your car overnight if you don’t have to.” She pulled some cash from her purse and handed it to Carrie.


    When mother and daughter turned back to Caleb, he was already heading back down to the basement—to wait.
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    Caleb sat in the basement, waiting for his phone to ring.


    Ray had told Caleb that he would let him know when the two kids Caleb had met in that infamous lot behind the bar were on the move.


    Ray had told Caleb that he would have good eyes on the kids. That he could track them most anywhere.


    Ray had told Caleb that he suspected the kids would be up to something tonight. None of it good.


    All Caleb had to do was wait to hear from him.


    And when you do?


    Caleb closed his eyes. A million images flashed at once like some kind of acid trip, all of them red with atrocity. He felt the familiar heat swirl in his belly, and he both cursed and relished the feeling.


    He opened his eyes and walked towards the mirror above his dresser. He stared into himself. His reflection stared back, unforgiving in what felt like judgment. He shook his head, disagreeing with his reflection, its judgment.


    “Sorry,” he said to himself, “but this is me.”
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    Benny’s Tavern was a bust. Not because the place wasn’t hopping—it was—but because Carrie’s mind had been on her family the whole night. On her stupid remark to Caleb, calling him “Dad.” She periodically flashed on the FaceTime exchange she’d had with her mother while she was still at Kutztown. How towards the end of that initial rocky conversation, she’d felt an overwhelming surge of love for her mother and wanted nothing more than to be back home, curled up in her mother’s lap, her mother absently stroking her hair as she always did while the two of them watched some terrible reality TV show together.


    Right now that prospect sounded miles better than any crazy night on the town.


    So, Carrie had ducked out of the bar and called her mother, asking her whether she’d be up for a bottle of wine and some Netflix.


    And Amy had emphatically replied in the positive. Carrie told her mother that she would call a cab and be home soon. And when Amy said that the wine and Netflix would be waiting, and that she would even fire up some nachos for them, Carrie’s heart had swelled that much more. She couldn’t leave Benny’s fast enough.


    Carrie had re-entered the bar, told her friend she was leaving and why, and though her friend had seemed disappointed, she understood. When a Lambert mentioned family, everyone understood.


    And so now, heading out to the lot behind Benny’s Tavern to call for a cab, Carrie paused and lit a cigarette. She wouldn’t be able to smoke when she got home, not if she didn’t want an earful from her mother, so she thought it best to get her nicotine fix now.


    Déjà vu struck. Right down to the male voice calling her name while she went to light her cigarette.


    “Carrie!”


    And just as before, Carrie had paused a second before lighting up her smoke, killing the lighter’s flame and staring around the tavern’s lot to find the owner of the voice, unlit cigarette dangling from her lips.


    She saw no one. The lot was full of cars, but absent of people. Everyone was inside the bar; ambient sounds of raging nightlife—DJ thumping, people yelling over the din—could still be heard through its concrete walls.


    And like before at the 7-Eleven on Eastwick, Carrie initially thought that the owner of the voice might be an old high school friend. She was, after all, in the parking lot of a popular bar her high school friends frequented. Far more likely that someone she knew would spot her here as opposed to a 7-Eleven in the morning.


    “Carrie Lambert!”


    Carrie threw her unlit cigarette to the ground and stepped further into the lot. She saw two girls walking down a side street in the distance. A solitary girl under the awning of another bar two blocks over, who’d ducked out for a smoke of her own. She saw no men.


    “Who’s there?” she called.


    And then she did see someone. He was small and thin with a shaved head. He was standing by a white van in the distance, in the very back of the tavern’s lot. He was smiling and waving at her. Carrie didn’t recognize him.


    “Can I help you?” she called to him.


    “How have you been?” the guy called back. “You home for the weekend?”


    Clearly he knew her. But was that so unusual? Carrie had been popular in high school. Plus, truth be told, though Carrie was not one to indulge in the discriminatory social hierarchy of high school, it was very possible that he knew her without her knowing him. Perhaps this was the very same guy who’d called her name outside the 7-Eleven. Perhaps he’d been too nervous to approach her then, but now, standing outside of a bar, perhaps with a bit of liquid courage in him, he was taking that leap.


    She approached the little guy with the shaved head standing by the van. His smile grew.
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    The wine was chilling in the fridge. Netflix was fired up and waiting. The nachos were layered high and deep, ready to be popped into the microwave. Amy had even brought extra pillows and blankets down from upstairs. It was the mother/daughter version of a sleepover, its place in Amy’s heart something only a mother could know.


    Still, she had one regret: that Caleb wouldn’t be joining them. Sure, it was a mother/daughter bonding moment, but she could dream, couldn’t she? Amy couldn’t remember the last time the three of them had shared a special moment, free of all the bullshit that had inundated their lives over the years.


    Only Caleb was gone. He’d left an hour ago, stating that he was going to a local diner for coffee to wait to hear from Jack Dixon. Probably for the best, Amy had thought with not a little sadness. If she’d asked Caleb to stay in with her and Carrie that night, she knew what his answer would have been. And though Caleb had his reasons for this particular night, the answer would have stung all the same. The cold, expressionless affect with which he would have undoubtedly given her that answer stinging that much more. Amy was getting time with her baby girl tonight. Would there be a time, she wondered, when she would have time with her baby boy again? Not the excruciatingly enigmatic shadow that he’d become, but her true baby boy? Her Caleb? She hoped, tears not far off, that whatever he needed to work out with Jack Dixon would be worked out. That whatever answers Caleb was seeking, he would find. She hoped it more than anything. The helplessness she felt in her inability to save her son was crippling.


    • • •


    Caleb hadn’t lied to his mother. He was at a diner. Waiting to hear from Ray in the basement had been maddening. His adrenaline was too high; the basement had felt like a cage. He ordered coffee and eggs and toast, knowing he would be unable to eat anything, yet ordering them all the same, rationalizing that he would need the fuel for the task ahead.


    He drank cup after cup of black coffee, the caffeine not doing his nerves any favors. To the onlooker, he might have been the very thing he would be hunting tonight. The dark circles under his eyes—product of too many sleepless nights, too many nightmares—so unusual for a kid his age. His pale complexion, heightening those dark circles. His hair unkempt. His attire sweatpants and a dirty gray long-sleeve. Even his waitress seemed to give him a wide berth, only coming over when he called to her for more coffee.


    This irony—his appearance eliciting wary looks from both patrons and staff—was not lost on Caleb. And he supposed they had every right to be wary. After all, he was a killer. And tonight, he planned on killing again. But as had been the norm ever since he got his mind around it, he merely reminded himself that he was not indiscriminate in his choosing. That he was punishing bad people. People who hurt good people. Because there were good people in this world. People like his father. Like Domino. He could not stop his murderous impulses, but he could redirect them. Point them in a direction that was not restricted by the red tape of the law.


    And although Ray might have been correct in his assessment concerning the forever selfishness of man—after all, Caleb was only sitting in this diner now because of his need to impose his selfish will onto others—Caleb no longer cared. It was what it was. And tonight, the bad people would be punished.


    He picked up a spoon, looked at his reflection, and repeated the mantra that had been a constant in his head since he first spoke it hours ago. “Sorry—but this is me now.”
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    Amy had peed only once since talking to her daughter, but as Murphy’s Law clearly states: the phone always rings when you’re either on the toilet or in the shower.


    That was the reason Amy was checking her phone now. Carrie should have been home by now. She wasn’t. Amy guessed she might have tried calling during that one time she was on the toilet. She had not. Her phone displayed no alerts, just her screensaver of Carrie and Caleb as kids on the beach.


    For reasons she didn’t know, the old-school public service announcement came to her:


    It’s eleven o’clock. Do you know where your children are?


    For more reasons she didn’t know, she actually replied aloud:


    “No.”


    Amy immediately dialed Carrie’s number. It rang several times before going to voicemail.


    Amy felt a surge of panic. Murphy’s Law had all sorts of annoying truisms. In addition to the phone always ringing while on the toilet or in the shower, there was another, more recent addition that went, to wit: If bad luck has come to pass, the Lambert family is sure to get it straight in the ass.


    Amy dialed Carrie again. It rang.


    “Pick up, pick up, pick up, pick up…”


    Voicemail again. She left a message this time.


    “Hi, honey, it’s Mom. Just wondering where you were. Please call me back as soon as you get this.”


    Amy waited, pacing the living room.


    Probably ran into an old high school friend on the way out of the bar. Got to chatting. It would be rude to turn the friend away.


    The cynical—dominant—side of her brain entertained less appetizing scenarios, Allan’s previous words offering assistance:


    There could be someone out there right now, right this second, who’s murdered countless times, and worst of all, he’s been getting away with it…And this killer delights in that knowledge…Except soon that knowledge isn’t enough. Soon he needs the world to know…He needs the world to know that he was smarter than everybody. Better than everybody. That the only reason he was caught was because he allowed himself to be caught…under one condition, of course. That you tell his story.


    Her response to him that night coming right after: And in the years I’ve been doing this, I’ve had how many of these psychos ringing my doorbell?


    “Exactly,” she said aloud.


    And then Allan again: Nice attitude, Amy. You of all people should know bad luck is your soulmate.


    Murphy’s Law now: …the Lambert family is sure to get it straight in the ass.


    “No. No, no, no…” She dialed again. “Pick up, Carrie!”


    Voicemail.


    “Hi, honey, it’s Mom again. I know I just called, but I’m starting to get a little worried. Please call your paranoid old mom back and put her mind at ease. If you ran into some friends and decided to stay at the bar, I’m totally fine with that. Just please call and let me know.”


    Amy set her phone down. Picked it back up. Set it down again.


    Go sit on the damn toilet.


    She did. Good thing too, because anxiety was pressing on her bladder. She started to take her phone with her, but stopped.


    Won’t work if you have your phone with you.


    “So stupid,” she said, yet set her phone back down all the same and went to the bathroom, leaving the door open to hear in case it actually rang.


    It did, of course. Midstream. She clenched and cut the stream off, hiked up her pants, hurried back into the den, and grabbed her phone.


    Carrie was FaceTiming her.


    Amy breathed a sigh of relief, answered the FaceTime call, and was greeted by a smiling kid with a shaved head.
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    “Amy Lambert, as I live and breathe,” the kid with the shaved head said.


    Amy’s greeting smile dropped to a curious frown. “Have we met? Where’s Carrie?”


    “You might not know me, but I certainly know you. The whole world knows you, don’t they?”


    “Who are you? Where’s Carrie? Why do you have her phone? What—?”


    “Whoa, whoa—slow down there, superstar. All will be revealed in—”


    Amy’s pulse quickened. “Where is my daughter? Put her on the phone now.”


    The kid with the shaved head sighed. “Typical celebrity. So impatient. So me, me, me…”


    “Listen, you little prick, I don’t know what the fuck you think you’re doing, but I’m not amused.”


    “You’re not amused because you haven’t given me a chance to explain anything yet. May I continue?”


    Amy said nothing, just stared into the phone.


    “Thank you,” the kid said. “We have quite the surprise for you.”


    “We?”


    A rotating view from the smartphone, throughout what appeared to be an ordinary den. The smartphone settled on a second kid. Dark hair and eyes. He smiled and waved.


    “Hi, Amy,” the dark-haired kid said. “It’s an honor. Loved your book. Big fan of the Fannelli brothers, my friend and I are.” The kid rolled up his sleeve and revealed the homemade “Arty” tattoo.


    Now the phone being handed off to Arty Tattoo so that he could film the kid with the shaved head. The kid with the shaved head smiled and raised his own sleeve, revealing his “Jim” tattoo.


    “What do you think?” the kid with the Jim tattoo asked.


    Dreaming. I’m dreaming. Fell asleep on the sofa waiting for Carrie to come home.


    Only Amy had gone to the “Am I dreaming?” well once too often to know that she was not.


    “Where is my daughter?” she managed.


    “Upstairs,” Jim Tattoo said. “Waiting for you. Like I said, we have quite the surprise waiting.”


    “Let me see her.”


    “In time.”


    “Now.”


    Jim Tattoo sighed again. “Why do you continue to act as though you have any leverage in this scenario?”


    “Because for all I know, you’re two dipshits who stole my daughter’s phone. Let me see her or I’m hanging up and calling the police.”


    “And then you’ll have your daughter’s death on your conscience. Come on, Amy, you already lost your husband. You really want to lose your daughter too?”


    Amy reddened. She struggled to keep from shouting. “Please let me see my daughter.”


    “Well, that’s a start,” Jim Tattoo said. “I like ‘please.’”


    Smartphone panning around to Arty Tattoo. Jim Tattoo’s voice off camera: “You ready?”


    Arty Tattoo gave the thumbs-up.


    The image from the smartphone was shaky as it ascended the stairs. Amy heard one of them giggling. Approaching a closed door now. Jim Tattoo’s voice off camera: “This was my parents’ room. We killed them a few days ago,” he said matter-of-factly, and then opened the door.


    The smartphone’s image entered the large master bedroom. Carrie was there, front and center. She was seated in a chair, arms behind her back, bound with duct tape. Ankles too bound with duct tape. Next to her was an empty chair. Carrie did not look afraid. She looked angry.


    “Carrie!” Amy yelled into her phone.


    Carrie’s face lit up. “Mom?”


    “Oh my God. Carrie, honey, are you all—?”


    But she got no further. The image swung back around for a close-up of Jim Tattoo’s grinning face. “See? Told you we had her. Would you like to hear about our surprise for you now?”


    Amy ignored him, continued shouting for her daughter into the phone. “Carrie! Carrie, can you hear me? Are you all right?”


    Jim Tattoo sighed yet again. “Please stop yelling and pay attention, Amy.”


    “You motherfucker!”


    “Oh, I see; you don’t want the surprise. You’d rather we just kill your daughter outright, is that it?”


    Amy literally bit her tongue to keep quiet. She tasted blood.


    “Better,” Jim Tattoo said. “Not sure if you noticed, but there is an empty chair next to your daughter. Your chair. My friend and I would very much like for you to come and take that seat beside your daughter.”


    “You are way out of your league here, you little fucker,” Amy said. “If you are such a big fan of my book and Jim Fannelli, then you should know that I stuck a fucking nail file into your idol’s ball sack.”


    Jim Tattoo smiled. “Isn’t that a funny coincidence? Earlier today, I cut off the dick of someone who’d wronged me. Will you be joining us or not?”


    Think think think think…


    “Tell me what you want,” Amy said.


    “I just did. I want you to take your seat next to your daughter.”


    “For a surprise.”


    “That’s right.”


    “What is it?”


    Jim Tattoo made a silly face. “If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise now, would it?”


    “Fine, I’ll be there. Tell me where to go.”


    Carrie in the background: “Mom, no!”


    Jim Tattoo stepped out of the room and closed the door behind him. Carrie could still be heard shouting on the other side of the door, pleading with her mother, then berating her captors.


    “She really is your daughter, isn’t she?” Jim Tattoo said to the camera. “Got to admire her spirit. Some ground rules first—”


    “I know your fucking ground rules. Come alone. No police.”


    Jim Tattoo smiled. “That’s correct. But then I suppose this isn’t your first rodeo.”


    “No, it’s not,” Amy said. “I hope you remember that when it’s over.”


    Jim Tattoo ignored her bravado. He held up a small rectangular piece of paper, a makeshift ticket. Written on the ticket in bold marker was “admit one.”


    “Admission to your big surprise,” he said. “It’ll be waiting for you. Popcorn too. I think you’re really going to enjoy what we’ve got in store for you.”


    “Likewise.”


    Jim Tattoo smiled, dropped his head, and shook it. “Such a tough girl, aren’t you? Just remember this, you attention-seeking bitch, you’ve got no one to blame for this but yourself.”


    Amy felt a stab of pain in her heart. Was he right? Scratch that—had Allan been right?


    “Just tell me where to go,” Amy said.
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    Amy hurried to her bedroom closet. Tucked deep inside, she retrieved something that resembled a black briefcase. Something Domino had given her. She did the lock and opened it.


    Come alone. No police. The little bastard never said anything about weapons.


    Before leaving, Amy left her wedding ring on the dresser.
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    Andy Franklin and Charlie Hall did not keep Carrie company as they waited for Amy’s arrival. Instead, they attended to Mike Childs, who was seated in the room across the hall from the master bedroom.


    Mike had lost a good deal of blood from his recent “surgery,” and though the bleeding had now stopped—Charlie had happily cauterized the wound with the stovetop-heated blade of a second kitchen knife—he frequently faded in and out of consciousness. They worried he might slip away for good. This meant the old ammonia-filled-baster-up-the-nose trick to keep him awake more than not. Though “awake” was a generous term. Mike Childs’s fight had completely left him, and when he did stir, it was only to moan and weep, to the great delight of both Charlie and Andy.


    Charlie went into the closet and retrieved the box of tapes. He pulled the tape from the box, put the box back in the closet, and then handed the tape to Andy. “Want to go get this ready?”


    A pounding on the front door.


    Andy and Charlie froze for a moment. Exchanged looks. Andy hurried into the master bedroom with the tape. Carrie could be heard yelling the moment he entered, the yelling dampening when Andy closed the door behind him, the dampened yelling then muffled and inarticulate—the result of Andy gagging her.


    Charlie patted Mike on the head, grabbed his father’s rifle, and hurried downstairs.


    • • •


    Charlie peeked through the blinds of the window adjacent to the front door. Amy Lambert was there, alone, dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, blue sweatpants and a blue Penn State sweatshirt. Charlie peered deeper into the surrounding dark beyond her for any signs that she’d been followed. He saw nothing of note.


    Charlie opened the door.


    “Welcome, Amy.”


    “Let’s get this over with,” Amy said and stepped inside without an invite.


    Charlie accommodated her and stepped aside, allowing her entry.


    Amy looked around. “Nice house.”


    “Thanks,” Charlie said. “It was my parents’. Though I’m afraid they won’t be joining—”


    “I know, I know, you killed them. Good for you.”


    Charlie frowned. No respect. Certainly no fear. But that was okay. Amy Lambert was merely a means to an end. The true fear would come after. And of course, despite how tough she appeared to be, there was always the night he and Andy had in store. Let’s see how tough she would be by night’s end.


    Amy considered the rifle in Charlie’s hands. “Nice gun. Remington 700 ADL?”


    Charlie looked down at the gun and paused. “I, uh…”


    “You don’t even know, do you?” Amy laughed. “You want to just hand it over to me now to save us both the trouble?”


    Charlie rammed the butt of the rifle into Amy’s gut and dropped her onto all fours, gasping for breath.


    “How’s that feel, Amy?” Charlie said. “Still feel like being a clever little bitch?” Charlie reached down and began patting Amy for weapons. He found none. “Well, at least you were smart enough to come unarmed. Or maybe not so smart.”


    Amy slowly got to her feet.


    Charlie gestured towards the stairs with the rifle. “Upstairs,” he said.


    Amy, wincing, still struggling to breathe, said: “Where’s Carrie?”


    “The party’s upstairs,” was all Charlie said.


    “Where’s my daughter?”


    Charlie rolled his eyes. “Why do you make everything so difficult?”


    “Tell me where she is or I’m not going anywhere.”


    “Really?” Charlie tilted his chin towards the ceiling and hollered: “She’s refusing to come up! Cut her throat!”


    “OKAY! Okay, I’m going…”


    Charlie grinned and hollered: “Cancel that order!”


    Amy looked at him with pure hate.


    Charlie waved the gun towards the stairs again. “Now then…”


    Amy slowly made her way up the stairs, Charlie close behind, gun in her back. He led her to the master bedroom, pausing at the closed door.


    “Almost forgot.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the small handmade ticket with “admit one” written on it. He handed it to Amy. “Gonna need this to get in.”


    Amy reluctantly took the ticket.


    “Ready?” Charlie asked.


    Amy said nothing.


    Charlie opened the door, stepped to one side, and waved his hand dutifully inside the bedroom. “Please take your seat, ma’am.”


    Amy spotted Carrie and instantly ran to her, hugging her, kissing her, crying, dropping to her knees to inspect her daughter for injuries. Carrie, gagged with a strip of duct tape over her mouth, moaned back, crying along with her mother.


    Charlie and Andy exchanged a smile over their heads. Amy spotted it and jumped to her feet. Went for Charlie.


    Charlie stuck the rifle in her face and stopped her charge. “No, no, no, Amy…”


    Carrie screamed into her gag behind them. Amy spun. Andy had a knife to Carrie’s throat.


    “Don’t think I won’t do it,” Andy said. “I literally slashed my own mother to pieces. Your stupid daughter would be a breeze.”


    Charlie behind Amy: “Seriously, Amy, stop making everything so goddamn difficult. You can either take your seat next to your daughter and watch while she’s alive, or you can take your seat and watch beside her corpse.”


    Amy faced Charlie again. “Watch?”


    “That’s the big surprise. A special screening for the Lambert family, starring the Lambert family.” He then gestured to something in the corner—a large tripod with an old handheld camera perched on top. The small red light was on, filming all. “And we’ll be capturing this special moment tonight for the whole world to enjoy.”


    “What the hell are you talking about?” Amy said.


    “If you’d just take your seat, all will be revealed,” Charlie said.


    Amy looked at the empty chair next to her daughter. Then at Carrie. Carrie moaned something into her gag. She was still crying.


    Amy took her seat. Andy immediately went to work behind her, securing both wrists behind her back with duct tape. He paused a moment while doing so to comment on Amy’s ring—a silver band with a silver rose the size of a large molar perched on top.


    “A rose?” he said. “Couldn’t Patrick have given you something a bit more original?”


    “Fuck you,” Amy said.


    Andy chuckled and went back to work. Wrists done, he went to work on her ankles. A final piece of duct tape over Amy’s mouth to silence her.


    “We good?” Charlie said to Andy.


    “We’re good,” Andy replied.


    “Awesome,” Charlie said. “But just to make sure…” He left the room and returned with Mike Childs, wheeling him in on the office chair he was bound to. A large afghan was draped over him up to the neck. If not for his constant moaning, Mike Childs’s complexion, coupled with the cut across his cheek, might have suggested a corpse.


    “This is the guy I was telling you about,” Charlie said to mother and daughter. “The one who wronged me. His name was Mike. Now his name is Peanut. Would you like to see why?” Charlie did not wait for a reply. He whipped off the afghan with a flourish, his free hand gesturing towards Mike’s mangled groin with equal drama. Behold!


    Carrie’s eyes widened in horror. Amy looked away. Mike moaned weakly in protest.


    Charlie patted Mike’s head again. “Peanut here will serve as a good reminder as to how serious we are that you behave, the consequences that may ensue. Oh sure, you two are already sans penises—” Charlie stopped, looked at Andy. “Or is it peni? What’s the plural of penis?”


    Andy laughed. “I think you were right the first time.”


    Charlie nodded. “You two are already sans penises, but I hope Peanut here serves as a damn good deterrent for you to behave. But just in case—” Charlie picked the rifle back up, rammed the barrel into Mike’s mouth, breaking teeth, and then blew the back of Mike’s head off, spraying the white wall red behind him.


    Carrie screamed into her gag. Amy looked away again.


    Charlie kicked the office chair holding Mike over towards Amy, where it rolled to a stop by her feet, Mike’s lifeless head lolling back and then forward with it.


    Charlie slid the bolt on the rifle, expelled the shell, and then slammed the bolt back home, another bullet locked and loaded. He placed the tip of the barrel between Amy’s eyes. “Think I know how to use it now, bitch?”
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    Caleb spilled a sip of coffee down his front when his cell phone vibrated on the table. He checked the incoming text.


    Ray: its on. And trust me, you’re going to want to get your ass there ASAP.


    Caleb typed a quick reply.


    Caleb: why ASAP???


    The bubble of three dots indicating that Ray was typing a reply taunted him. They appeared. Stopped. Appeared again. Stopped.


    Ray: They got your mother and sister man. Sending you directions now. Fucking HURRY.


    Caleb leapt from the booth, banging the table, spilling more coffee. He fished out a twenty, threw it on the table, and bolted from the diner.
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    “Our only regret,” Charlie said to Amy and Carrie, “is that Caleb isn’t here to join the party. That would have been absolutely perfect. We looked for him, but the guy is a freaking ghost. A Marine, we heard. In retrospect, I suppose it’s a good thing. He might have been a handful.”


    Amy and Carrie exchanged a look.


    “Patrick too,” Charlie added. “How amazing would it have been if we could have gotten him here as well? We did flirt with the idea of digging up his remains and seating them in a chair next to you, but at the end of the day, it was one of those things that looked better on paper. Too risky to go digging up a body in a big graveyard, you know? Would have worked in a movie. Would have been awesome in a movie, but not in real life. Plus all that digging…” He made a face and wiped his brow as though the thought alone exhausted him.


    Andy rolled a three-shelf TV stand before Amy and Carrie. A large flat-screen sat perched on the top shelf. A VCR on the second shelf. Nothing on the bottom shelf. Extension cords snaked their way out the back of the TV and the VCR.


    Andy went to work plugging the cords into the wall behind the stand, then took his place behind Amy and Carrie. He massaged their necks and shoulders, a hand on each. Mother and daughter flinched away from his touch. Charlie appeared amused at his friend’s gesture.


    “All great shows deserve an introduction,” Charlie continued. “Do you remember the old Abbott and Costello films where they would meet a classic movie monster? Andy and I—oh geez, I just realized we never formally introduced ourselves. I’m Charlie Hall—” He took a bow. “And standing behind you there is my good friend Andy Franklin.” Andy rubbed their necks and shoulders again, and they flinched away from his touch again.


    Charlie went on. “As I was saying, Andy and I are big fans of those classic films. Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein. Abbott and Costello Meet The Mummy. Abbott and Costello Meet The Invisible Man…So tonight, Amy and Carrie Lambert, you will have the distinct honor of viewing a special advance screening of what Andy and I have coined The Lambert Family Meet The Fannelli Brothers.”


    The confusion on Amy and Carrie’s faces was evident.


    “I know it doesn’t make much sense,” Charlie said. “But it will. There’s only one little caveat. The movie was never finished. Apparently, there were shooting issues, something about the actors not getting along.”


    Andy laughed.


    “But—” Charlie held up a finger. “All is not lost. With this lost footage we currently have, Andy and I are going to give the world what they’ve been clamoring for all these years. We are actually going to be finishing production of The Lambert Family Meet The Fannelli Brothers here, tonight. Obviously, some rewrites were necessary. You two will be reprising your roles as Amy and Carrie Lambert—I realize you two have aged a bit since, but what can you do—and Andy and I will be playing the parts of Arty and Jim.” Charlie’s face came alive with mocking zeal. “Pretty exciting stuff, dontcha think?”


    Amy and Carrie could only stare back, none of it sinking in.


    “They don’t seem too excited to me,” Andy said behind them.


    “I see that,” Charlie said. “I don’t think they can appreciate just how special it all truly is. Perhaps once the movie starts…”


    “Popcorn?” Andy said.


    Charlie snapped his fingers. “I did promise popcorn, didn’t I?” He left the room and returned with a large plastic bag of yellow popcorn. He tossed it to Andy. Andy untied the bag and dumped its contents over both Amy and Carrie, showering them with popcorn.


    Both Amy and Carrie shook their heads free of any popcorn. Any remaining was in their laps and behind them.


    Charlie smirked, pleased with himself. “Good?” he asked them.


    Amy muttered something into her duct tape that sounded like “fuck you.”


    “That’s gratitude for you,” Andy said.


    Charlie nodded with mock disappointment. Then: “Shall we dim the lights? Is it time?”


    “I’m ready,” Andy said. “How about you guys?” He squeezed their necks and shoulders once again.


    Amy muttered “fuck you” again.


    Charlie hit the lights and pressed play. For the first few minutes, Andy and Charlie kept their eyes on Amy and Carrie exclusively, their reactions to the film far more rewarding than the film itself.
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    Caleb hopped on the Pennsylvania Turnpike and blew through the E-ZPass lane, giving zero fucks that he had no E-ZPass. He immediately called Ray the second he had a straight shot for miles.


    “What the fuck do you mean they have my mom and sister?”


    “It’s just like I said, partner. Hang up the damn phone and get your ass there now.”


    “I am getting my ass there. Can you see them? Can you see what’s going on? Tell me everything.”


    “Like what?”


    “Ray, I’m not going in there blind! I know you’ve got cameras on these guys. How much can you fucking see!”


    “I know the house. I saw them abduct your sister and take her there. I saw your mother show up a little while later. They must have called her, told her they had your sister.”


    “And you’re just telling me this now?!”


    “You’ve seen my cellar, partner. I may have a thousand eyes working for me, but I’ve only got two myself. I caught the tail end and had to rewind to get it all.”


    “Can you see inside the house? Can you see what’s going on?”


    “Nope. Only had a drone covering their movements and now the house. Can’t see inside.”


    “Why my family? Why are these assholes targeting my family?”


    “I really don’t know, partner. Another one of life’s cruel coincidences?”


    “No. No coincidence. There’s something else going on here.”


    “You can figure all that out later, partner. Hang up with me and get there.”


    “And then what? Then what?”


    “I really don’t know. Isn’t this your area of expertise?”


    Expertise. Jack…


    “I need to call Jack Dixon,” Caleb said.


    “Jack is in New York City, partner. By the time he got there…” Ray trailed off, clearly thinking it best not to finish his thought.


    “The police then,” Caleb said.


    “Whoa, whoa, whoa—slow down, partner. Remember how you came by this information. I can’t have police poking around my nest after this is over.”


    “Fuck your nest, Ray! This is my family!”


    “Okay, okay, fine. But consider this: Your mother showed up to that house on her own. I spotted no police tail on her. Those boys obviously threatened her with some serious shit if she got the police involved. I’d wager those rules still apply, wouldn’t you? Police aren’t subtle about this kind of shit. They pull up lights flashing, sirens going, kicking down doors all Rambo-like, and that’s all the forewarning those two little assholes will need to put an end to your mom and sis.”


    “Fuck!!!”


    “You can do this, partner. You’re a Marine, for Christ’s sake. They’re a couple of little high school pussies. Go in there and save your family.”


    “My exit’s coming up,” Caleb said. “Gotta hang up and listen to my phone for residential directions.”


    “Call me when it’s over, partner. I know I’ll be hearing from you.”


    Caleb hung up.
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    “I see yooou…” Arty’s voice, off camera, narrating the video that is pointed at a couple who is taking their kids to the bathroom at a roadside rest stop.


    Everyone done, the family piles into a silver Highlander to continue their journey. Arty zooming in on the wife, an attractive brunette: “My brother is going to LOVE you.”


    Cut to a POV shot of Arty’s arms placing two plastic dolls into car seats in the back of his white Pontiac, draping and tucking them in with blankets up to the top of their fuzzy heads soon after to complete the ruse. “Got to spend money to make money,” he murmurs.


    Cut to Arty driving, the camera fixed on the empty passenger seat, Arty narrating as he drives.


    “This has some serious potential, friends. My brother and I have recently relocated to hicksville in western Pennsylvania to look after our mother. We recently took over a house, had some fun with the owners, but we’re starting to get that itch again. Jim especially. I’m hoping this turns out to be something special that brightens my brother’s spirits.”


    Cut to a scene of Arty at a gas station as seen through the windshield of his Pontiac. Arty chatting to the very same husband from the rest stop as the two fill their tanks. Arty is smiling, friendly. The husband, tall, broad, dark hair, appears somewhat wary at first, but soon appears friendly enough.


    The husband gestures to his silver Highlander. Arty looks inside the rear window of the SUV. The attractive wife can be seen leaning over the back seat, entertaining her kids. She and Arty lock eyes. The wife looks away first. She seems uneasy by Arty’s fixed gaze on her.


    Arty soon breaks that gaze and returns to the husband, gesturing towards his Pontiac. The husband, hand on his pump, leans his torso to one side and looks through the windshield of Arty’s Pontiac. The husband smiles and nods, clearly unaware that Arty’s “children” are plastic dolls.


    The two continue chatting. Arty soon extends his hand towards the husband. The husband replaces his pump, then takes Arty’s hand and shakes it. The two chat a little longer, Arty then pulling a wad of cash and heading towards the attendant in the glass booth, the husband calling after him, looking conflicted. Arty paying the attendant and then returning to the husband where the two chat a little longer, the husband looking grateful yet still uneasy, especially when Arty reaches out and touches the man’s shoulder, giving his sizeable arm a couple of squeezes. Arty smiling—grinning—as he waves goodbye and returns to his Pontiac.


    Arty slides back into the driver’s seat and begins narrating again after the silent show from the windshield.


    “Guy’s name was Patrick Lambert. Big guy. Played football. Jim and I will have to be careful. But they have two kids, like mine—” Arty gestures towards the plastic dolls in the back seat and laughs. “As Jim and I mentioned in previous tapes, children are IDEAL leverage. Can make the toughest man meek if you play it right.”


    Arty waves goodbye to the family and pulls out of the station.


    Cut to a scene on the side of a deserted road, Arty reaching in back for the plastic dolls. “Come on, boys,” he says, pulling off their blankets and snatching each by the leg.


    Another silent movie through the windshield of Arty walking off the deserted road and up a small hill towards a stretch of woods twenty yards from where he’d parked, the dolls dangling by their ankles in his grip.


    Arriving at the most condensed border of the wooded area, Arty holds the doll in his right hand up to his mouth, kisses him on the bottom, and then punts it deep into the woods. He does the same with the second doll, raising his hands after like a referee confirming a touchdown.


    Arty returns to the Pontiac and opens the driver’s side door but does not enter right away. He stands there for a moment as though contemplating something. He can be heard saying, “Fuck yeah…” before getting back into the driver’s seat and gunning the engine, cranking the wheel hard to the left, the sound of gravel crunching beneath the tires audible as the car fishtails before righting itself.


    Before long, Arty is back on the main road. He can barely contain his glee. “They’re staying at a place called Crescent Lake. On my way now to tell Jim what I found. This…this is going to be a damn good time.”


    Charlie hit pause. Turned on the lights and faced his captive audience. “Didn’t I tell you? How awesome is this?”


    Amy and Carrie stared back, any fire in them replaced with shock and disbelief and, chief of all, heartache. When footage of Patrick first appeared, mother and daughter visibly deflated. Carrie had started to cry. Amy came close herself. Charlie and Andy had all but giggled.


    “Shall we go on?” Charlie said, going for the lights again.


    “Hang on a minute,” Andy said to Charlie. “Can I talk to you outside for a minute?”


    “Why?”


    “Just for a minute,” Andy said.


    “Okay. You girls keep an eye on Peanut while we’re gone, all right?”


    • • •


    “What is it, man?” Charlie asked the second they were alone in the hallway. “We’re missing the fun.”


    “That’s just it,” Andy said. “The fun. This is fun, isn’t it?”


    “Yeah, it’s fucking awesome. So, let’s get back in there and—”


    “But this will be the last time. If we follow through with your idea, we’ll never get to do this again. I’ve been watching you, man. You’re freaking incredible at this. A damn natural. Don’t you want to keep on doing it?”


    Charlie looked away in thought. “I am really enjoying myself. And it does feel natural.”


    “Exactly. It’s like your calling, bro. Arty and Jim claimed to have been put on this earth for a reason. Maybe you were too.”


    “What about you?” Charlie immediately asked. “Aren’t you enjoying yourself?”


    “Hell yes, I am.”


    Charlie looked away again, brow scrunched. “We’ve come too far, though. No way can we go through with the tapes plan if we decide to go on the run afterwards. They’ll find us.”


    “Then they find us. What difference does it make if we’re caught tonight or further down the road?”


    “Because tonight it will be on our terms. Turning ourselves in is a big part of our plan. It’s like John Doe at the end of Seven. His masterpiece came to fruition because he turned himself in. He was calling the shots, not them.”


    “All I’m saying is think about it. We’ve got all night. Just think about it.”


    “Fine, I’ll think about—what the hell?” Charlie pulled his phone from his pocket. It was vibrating.
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    Caleb killed his headlights and rolled to a stop along the curb outside the address Ray had given him. From the outside, the house was just a house, nestled in the heart of suburbia. As unassuming as unassuming can be. But what did he expect? Something out of a ghost story? Bats flying overhead in the moonlight?


    What he did know was that his mother and sister were inside that unassuming house. Held captive by two ambitious serial killers. For all he knew, they were dead already.


    Jesus, then hurry the fuck up, man.


    But how to approach? Ray had a damn good point about the police. If Caleb acted likewise, kicking down the door, guns blazing, it might be all the forewarning those assholes needed to kill his mom and sister before they went for him.


    What then? Case the house? Check from window to window to see whether you can spot the goings-on therein? Sure, that made sense. Made damn good sense. Like he’d told Ray, he didn’t want to go in blind. But such a reconnaissance would eat up critical time.


    What choice do you have? You can’t kick down the door, yet you can’t go in blind. There’s also alarm systems to be wary of. You break in and you’ll trip it. It would have been so much easier to catch them in transit. Fucking Ray. Bastard should have been watching from the start. From the moment they had your sister.


    (And hindsight is helpful right now how? You better think of something fast, buddy.)


    A single word came back to him: alarm.


    The infamous white van was parked in the driveway. The battered piece of shit likely had no car alarm, but his mother’s SUV sure as hell did.


    If he were to trigger the house alarm, it would be cause for serious panic, might make the two assholes do something drastic. But if a random car parked on the street just outside the house started making a racket? A continuous, unattended racket? Drawing attention, alerting the neighbors? It would definitely be cause for concern, but not the threat level of a house alarm. It would require investigation. It would require one of them to leave the house and investigate. And if he could get his hands on one of them, then he would have one hell of a bargaining chip.
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    The incessant car alarm could be heard from the bedroom upstairs. Amy and Carrie exchanged an anxious glance. A car alarm sounding at night in suburbia was not too odd. An alarm continuing its staccato honk without the owner attending to it? That did seem odd. If they could hear it from the bedroom upstairs, certainly the owner of the vehicle could hear it wherever he or she was stationed.


    And yet the alarm continued its cry with seemingly no ending in sight.


    Charlie and Andy left the room to investigate.
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    There was a holly tree, thick and tall, to the right of the front door. Caleb was generously pricked by the leaves while hurrying into hiding behind it, but adrenaline had anesthetized him to their sting.


    The front door opened. The little guy with the shaved head stepped out onto the front porch, frowning at the flashing, hollering SUV in front of the house. He was no more than a few feet from Caleb.


    “Fucking turn off your car already, whoever you are,” the kid muttered.


    Caleb pressed the remote on his keys and switched off the alarm.


    “Finally,” the kid said, and turned to head back inside.


    Caleb pounced. Leapt from behind the holly tree and grabbed the kid by the neck, spinning him into a rear choke, one arm tight around his neck, the other digging the barrel of his mother’s Glock 19


    (poetic fucking justice if there ever was such a thing)


    into the side of the kid’s shaved head.


    “Don’t say a fucking word,” Caleb whispered into the kid’s ear.


    “What the—?”


    “Shut up,” Caleb hissed. He switched his grip to the kid’s shoulder and shoved him inside, shutting the door behind him with his heel. Caleb snatched the kid back into his one-armed choke again, dug the barrel of the Glock deeper into the side of his head. Still in urgent whispers: “Where’s your buddy? And you better be fucking quiet when you answer.”


    “That sounds like a contradiction,” the kid said.


    Caleb tightened his grip around the kid’s neck. “You think I’m playing with you, asshole?”


    “We’re all playing here tonight, Caleb,” the kid said.


    The kid’s words—his confident manner, his knowing who had him—hit the pause button on Caleb. It gave Andy the precious seconds he needed to emerge from the shadows with the tire iron and turn Caleb’s world black.
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    The bedroom door flew open. Charlie and Andy began dragging an unconscious Caleb inside.


    “Look who decided to join us after all!” Charlie said. “Can this night get any more meant-to-be?”


    Carrie’s eyes bulged. Amy roared into her gag, began frantically fighting her binds, nearly toppling over.


    “Amy…Amy—stop,” Charlie said.


    Amy continued to fight.


    Charlie stepped forward and slapped her across the face. Amy stopped. She snorted wildly from both nostrils. She then said something into her gag.


    Charlie looked as though he heard her correctly and angrily ripped the duct tape off her mouth. “What was that, Amy?”


    “I said you hit like a bitch.” She then spat in Charlie’s face.


    Charlie smashed his fist into Amy’s nose, shooting her head backwards. Amy shook away the blow, blood pouring from both nostrils. She started laughing. “Like a fucking bitch.”


    Now Carrie started with muffled laughter.


    Charlie reddened. He raised his fist to hit Carrie.


    “Dude, leave it,” Andy said, grabbing the duct tape and slapping a fresh piece over Amy’s mouth. He then gestured down to Caleb on the floor. “We need to take care of him before he wakes up.”


    Charlie wiped Amy’s spit from his face and pointed a finger at mother and daughter. “I am not done with you two.”
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    Fire shot up Caleb’s nose. His eyes popped open, and he began to cough wildly—or what would have been a cough had his mouth not been duct-taped closed. Instead, his cheeks bulged, his face went beet red, and the recently squirted ammonia shot back out of his nose as he struggled to breathe.


    “There he is!” Charlie exclaimed.


    The last of his coughing done, Caleb’s vision settled. He stared into the grinning face of the kid with the shaved head and lunged for him, rocking the chair he was bound to with such force that he fell forward onto his face.


    Charlie and Andy laughed.


    Caleb turned his head to one side on the floor to breathe…and spotted his mother and sister. Tied up and gagged like him. Helpless like him. Amy looked down at her son with impossible sorrow.


    Caleb fought his binds, rocking from side to side, screaming into his gag.


    “Your mom already tried that, chief,” Andy said.


    Andy and Charlie grabbed Caleb’s chair and sat him back upright. Caleb stopped his struggle.


    “Quick learner,” Charlie said. “You getting any sense of déjà vu yet, Caleb?” Charlie asked.


    Caleb remained stoic. He then spotted Mike Childs pushed back against the furthest wall—the back of his head gone, his penis gone.


    Jesus Christ.


    “Don’t mind him, chief,” Charlie said. “He’s just the producer.”


    Andy laughed.


    “You’re a bit late to the party, Caleb,” Charlie went on. “We did, however, manage to wrangle you up an extra ticket.” Charlie produced another small piece of paper with “admit one” written on it. “I’ll just place this here—” He set the homemade ticket in Caleb’s lap.


    Again, Caleb sat stoic. He didn’t even look down at the ticket in his lap.


    “So serious, this one is,” Andy said.


    “Think his father was like that?” Charlie said. “What was Dad like during his ordeal, Caleb? Do you remember?”


    Amy yelled something into her gag. Charlie turned towards her. “You know what the craziest thing is, Amy? We’ve actually met before, Caleb and us. We didn’t realize who he was that day, but what are the fucking odds it turned out to be the Caleb Lambert? You know, I never used to believe things happened in this world for a reason, but I’m starting to become a believer. I’m starting to believe this all truly was meant to be.”


    Amy looked at her son. Caleb did not look back.


    “Small world, isn’t it?” Charlie said.


    Caleb flashed on Ray’s exact words spoken to him that night in his cellar. He then flashed on Ray himself. Ray was watching the house. Had to be watching now. How long had he been unconscious? Long enough for them to drag him upstairs and tie him securely to a chair. How long before Ray began to wonder why Caleb hadn’t emerged from the house with his mother and sister? Would he suspect something was wrong? And if he did, would crazy Ray and his selfish take on the world actually do anything about it?


    But wait. Wait, wait, wait, wait…there was something far more pressing here.


    They had known he was coming.


    Sure, it was possible they’d suspected something was amiss with the car alarm and prepared their ambush accordingly, but the kid with the shaved head had spoken Caleb’s damn name the moment Caleb had hold of him inside the house. And sure, they’d met earlier in the alley behind the bar, but the kid with the shaved head had just admitted they’d had no idea who Caleb was that day. How could they know it was him tonight? Had they simply assumed it?


    Caleb’s aching head spun. He kept coming back to the same conclusion: Only one person knew where I was going tonight. Ray. Is it possible Ray contacted these fuckers and tipped them off? No—that makes no sense. Less than no sense. What possible motive could Ray have for doing such a thing? Caleb wondered about Jack Dixon’s contempt for Ray. Did Ray have equal contempt for Jack? Was this Ray’s way of getting back at Jack somehow?


    “He looks deep in thought,” Andy said.


    “Probably wondering how lightning could strike his stupid family so many times,” Charlie said. “Can’t speak for the other times, other than saying once Pandora’s Box is opened, it doesn’t seem to close so easily. I know, I know, you didn’t open it to begin with, but it was opened all the same. But here’s the thing, Caleb and Carrie, you can thank your mother for keeping it open. You see, you actually did have a chance to close it. After your last ordeal, you could have simply disappeared. Vanished into obscurity. Anyone who’d ever had a beef with you was dead. There was no more vengeance to be had.


    “But you didn’t do that, did you, Amy? You kept that box open by staying in the spotlight all this time. Was it the money? Was it the need for continuous notoriety after your ‘final’ ordeal? Bit by the celebrity bug or something like that? No matter. Look what it got you. You really have no one to blame but yourself, you stupid bitch. So, be sure to thank your mom for your next little episode in hell, kids.”


    Charlie paused there a moment, pleased with his speech, grinning at the camera in the corner. The surviving Lamberts sat quiet.


    “Can we move it along?” Andy asked Charlie.


    “By all means.” He gestured to the camera in the corner. “Check and see how much tape we’ve got left, if we need a new one. The delightful new addition of Caleb here has added to our running time.”


    Andy did. “We’re good.”


    “Awesome. Caleb, I’m afraid you missed the opening scene of The Lambert Family Meet The Fannelli Brothers; however, something tells me you won’t be lost. Something tells me you’ll be able to catch up pretty damn quick.”


    Amy dropped her head. Carrie looked away. Caleb frowned, confused.


    Charlie smiled, hit the lights, and pushed play.
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    A panoramic shot from across a stretch of highway. A place called Tony’s Pizza. The silver Highlander from the gas station pulls into the restaurant’s lot. Patrick and his family begin to exit the Highlander. Patrick’s wife goes to help her daughter from the car, but the little girl appears insistent on doing it on her own. Once out, Patrick’s wife goes to close the car door, and her daughter begins to panic about something. The mother retrieves a doll from the SUV and hands it to her daughter, calming her.


    “I’m one to challenge myself,” Arty says off camera as he films. “Right now, I’d like to see whether I could get that doll away from their daughter.”


    “Do you remember that doll, Carrie?” Charlie said while the movie played on.


    Carrie looked away.


    Cut to a shot of the restaurant’s interior. Arty is wearing the body cam. He is seated near the family, close but not too close. He watches them eat. The daughter continuously asks for candy from the display by the register, and the mother continuously refuses, growing more and more agitated at her daughter’s persistence.


    Cut to a shot just outside the restaurant’s entrance. Through the restaurant’s large, storefront windows, the wife can be seen paying at the register with her daughter by her side. The daughter’s treasured doll is tight to her chest. Patrick and his son are not there. The daughter is transfixed by the candy display below the register. She looks up at her mother and says something while gesturing to the candy. Again, the mother appears to flatly refuse.


    “‘Come into my parlor,’ said the spider to the fly,” Arty can be heard saying. He grabs the girl’s attention through the storefront window while the mother is busy paying and beckons her outside. The little girl hesitates, and Arty flashes a large blue lollipop. “I’ve got caaaaandyyyy…”


    The little girl leaves her mother’s side. The mother is too preoccupied with digging in her back pocket for exact change to notice. Her ignorance of her daughter’s disappearance deepens more so when she is forced to chase a runaway dime that got away from her.


    The little girl steps outside.


    “Hi there,” Arty says. His outstretched arm appears on camera. In it is the big blue lollipop. “This here is the most delicious lollipop in the whole wide world. And this restaurant is the only place that sells it. Would you like to have it?”


    The little girl nods up at him.


    “I can’t give it to you for free, though. That wouldn’t be fair, would it?”


    The little girl shakes her head, transfixed on the lollipop in Arty’s hand.


    “Want to make a trade?” Arty asks. “Your doll for my lollipop.”


    The little girl clutches the doll tight to her chest.


    “What if it’s just a temporary trade?” Arty asks. “Do you know what temporary means?”


    She nods.


    “I’ll give you this delicious lollipop, and you let me BORROW your doll.”


    The little girl hesitates.


    “You get to KEEP the lollipop, and I promise to return the doll to you very soon. What do you say? That sounds like a pretty darn good trade to me.”


    The little girl looks down at her doll, and then back up at the lollipop.


    “It really is the most delicious lollipop ever made, you know. It would be a shame not to eat it.”


    The girl hands over her doll. Arty takes it and hands her the lollipop.


    “You are one smart cookie,” Arty says. “I promise to return your doll to you very soon. And I always keep my promises.”


    Arty turns and hurries towards his white Pontiac in the distance.


    “Like candy from a baby,” he says once he’s back inside the car, and giggles.


    Arty quickly removes the body cam. Cut to a shot with the handheld cam now positioned accordingly to catch the scene transpiring out in front of the restaurant. The whole family is there. The mother appears furious, chastising her daughter about the candy. Patrick asks his daughter something.


    “Where’s your dolly?” Arty says.


    The little girl replies. The mother is now livid.


    “Time to exit stage left,” Arty says, and rolls by the family, grinning and waving.


    Patrick and his wife can only stare back, dumbfounded. The little girl points at Arty as he drives away.


    “That guy there, Daddy…” Arty says, giggling some more, looking into his rearview mirror at the bewildered family, at the little girl still pointing at him. “I traded my dolly to that nice man there.”


    Charlie hit pause.


    “Is it all coming back?” he asked the group. He looked at Carrie. “Why on Earth would you trade your doll for a lousy piece of candy, Carrie?”


    Carrie looked away again.


    “Let’s call this part ‘bonus features.’ A behind-the-scenes kind of thing where we get to interview the cast on the making of the film. Amy, what was going through your head when you realized what Carrie had done? How shocked were you?”


    The question was rhetorical, of course, Charlie hamming it up for the camera. He did not expect any sort of insightful reply, would not have even if Amy hadn’t been gagged. It did not stop him, however from continuing his theatrics for the camera.


    “Carrie, I’m still more than a little stunned at your ignorance. Being so easily swayed by candy from a stranger.” He looked at Amy. “Didn’t you ever have the classic talk with your daughter about taking candy from strangers?”


    Amy muttered “fuck you” into her gag once again.


    Charlie and Andy laughed.


    “We’re about halfway through,” Charlie said. “Dad and son skipping stones at Crescent Lake is coming up. You remember that, Caleb?”


    Caleb sat expressionless.


    “Love that scene,” Charlie said. “According to Mom’s book, it was that little father-and-son venture that gave Arty and Jim the idea to skip stones at Patrick after they had him tied up.” He laughed and added: “Then they started ‘skipping’ knives.”


    Now Andy laughed.


    “So, we’re about halfway through,” Charlie said again. “Should we pause for intermission? Caleb never did get his popcorn.”


    Andy pointed to Amy and Carrie. “They ate it all, the greedy pigs.”


    “Nonsense,” Charlie said, motioning towards the popcorn scattered about on the bedroom floor. “There’s plenty left. Fair is fair. Caleb didn’t get any popcorn.”


    Andy spotted a large pile that had gathered behind Amy’s chair. Went towards it, bent for a handful, and paused. “What the hell?” He stood with something small and silver between his fingers.


    “What is it?” Charlie asked.


    Andy studied the small silver item, stood next to Amy and showed it to her. “I think it’s the rose from her wedding ring.”


    Charlie laughed. “Patrick was quite the cheapskate, wasn’t he?”


    Amy’s arms sprang loose, the duct tape that had once bound her wrists cut free. Beneath the removable rose of her ring was a one-inch steel spike—a weapon Domino had given her.


    Amy slashed Andy across the face, going for his eyes, getting an eye.


    Andy screamed and covered his face, stumbling backwards, colliding with Mike Childs’s corpse, tripping and falling to the floor where he continued to screech in agony.


    Charlie rushed for the rifle. Amy hopped from the chair, ankles still bound. Had Charlie gone for Caleb’s Glock, she would have been fucked. But the Remington was long and unwieldy in close quarters. Amy knocked the barrel of the rifle away before Charlie could aim, drove her elbow into the side of Charlie’s head, sent him reeling, dropping the Remington.


    Andy, still screeching, got to his feet and began a frantic, one-eyed search for the Glock. Amy spotted this and went for the Remington.


    Andy spotted the Glock by the tripod in the corner. Snatched it, spun, and fired.


    Amy fired too. Her shot caught Andy Franklin in the chest. Andy’s shot caught Carrie in the back.


    Amy screamed into her gag. She made a desperate hop towards Carrie, tripped, and fell into her daughter’s lap, knocking her chair over.


    Caleb yelled something into his gag. Amy turned from the floor and spotted Charlie scrambling to his feet, going for the Remington.


    Amy made a frantic crawl towards Andy, towards the Glock. She snatched it, rolled onto her back, and Charlie Hall was blown clear across the room with multiple shots.


    Only Amy hadn’t had time to pull the trigger.


    Standing in the doorway were Jack Dixon and a member of his team, smoking pistols raised and pointed in Charlie’s direction.


    Charlie was dead before he hit the floor. He lay there now, blood pooling beneath his torso. Andy lay wheezing, coughing blood.


    Amy struggled to her feet. Looked down at Andy and fired four shots into his torso.


    “Amy!” Jack yelled.


    Amy ignored him. Turned the gun on Charlie’s corpse in the corner and shot him six times.


    “AMY!”


    Jack Dixon’s team member grabbed Amy’s gun hand by the wrist and forced it skyward. Amy got one final shot off into the ceiling. Plaster fell.


    Jack’s team member took the gun from Amy. Amy blinked, came to, and then hurried towards Carrie, who was now slumped forward in her chair, unconscious. Amy looked up at Jack, ripped the duct tape from her mouth. “Fucking help me!”


    Jack rushed to Carrie’s side with Amy. They untied Carrie and laid her gently on the floor. Jack’s team member pulled out his phone and called for help.


    Ray appeared in the doorway. Caleb’s surprise was his whole face.


    Ray went to work untying Caleb. Free, Caleb pulled the tape from his mouth and rushed to his sister alongside Amy and Jack.


    “She’s gonna be all right,” Jack said to Amy, inspecting Carrie. “Bullet caught her in the shoulder. Went straight through, in and out. She’s gonna be all right.”


    Amy sobbed, running her hand through her unconscious daughter’s hair, saying “thank you” over and over and over again.


    Jack’s team member took inventory of the room while they waited for help to arrive. A hardened veteran of his trade who’d seen it all, his face went pale when his eyes settled on Mike Childs. “Oh my God.”
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    Carrie lay asleep in her hospital bed, Amy in the chair next to her, also asleep, her head lolled to one side, her hand resting on her daughter’s.


    Jack Dixon appeared and woke her. Asked her to step out into the hallway with him.


    Jack handed Amy a cup of coffee he’d gotten from the hospital cafeteria. Amy thanked him and sipped.


    “I’m only going to offer this once, Amy. It’s a take-it-or-leave-it deal that expires the moment I’m out the door. I think it’s time for the Lamberts to disappear. I’ve got the means to make it happen.” He then chuckled dryly. “You and your kids have got more damn lives than zombie cats, for Christ’s sake. How many freaking times have you been tied to a chair and tortured now? It’s almost comical.” His words carried levity, but his face did not. He was gravely serious.


    “Yeah, you’re not the first person to say something like that to me tonight.” Amy’s words carried equal levity, yet like Jack, her face too was deadly serious.


    “One-time offer. Take it or leave it.”


    “What did you have in mind?”


    “How do you feel about island life?”


    • • •


    Caleb was in the hospital cafeteria getting his own cup of coffee. He took a seat and drank slowly. His head ached. He’d been checked out, and the doctor told him he had a mild concussion, that he should consider spending the night. Caleb had refused.


    “What do you say, partner?”


    Caleb turned. Ray was grinning down on him with his toothless grin. Caleb offered him a seat. Ray sat across from him.


    “How you holding up?” Ray asked.


    “Head hurts. That’s nothing compared to my ego.”


    “Ego?”


    “I blew it. I really fucking blew it. I had the chance to save my family, and I blew it.”


    “You’re alive, ain’t ya?”


    “And I’ve got you to thank for that. I wondered whether you would send for the cavalry when you didn’t hear back from me. Maybe you’re not the selfish old creature you claim to be.”


    “Don’t tell anyone.”


    “You sacrificed your ‘nest’ for us.”


    Ray smiled. “Actually, I didn’t. Looks like I owe Jack Dixon one.”


    Caleb frowned.


    “When I phoned Jack and told him what was what, he agreed to keep my operation under wraps. Told the police that him and his team have been keeping an eye on you and your family from time to time—which is true—and that he and I just happened to be together at the time he discovered what was going down.”


    “There’s a lot of holes in that.”


    Ray shrugged. “Police don’t care about holes when they get the bad guys.”


    Caleb sipped his coffee, rubbed the back of his head. “Guess you do get your hands dirty after all.”


    “I said I don’t like to get my hands dirty. Besides—” He showed Caleb his palms with his trademark grin. “I didn’t have to pull no triggers. Still squeaky clean.”


    Caleb smiled. “You owe Jack, and I owe you. Big-time.”


    Ray waved a hand at him. “Forget it.


    An awkward pause.


    “About the reason I came to see you…” Caleb said.


    “Jack knows. Your mom doesn’t, though. Jack said he’d keep it that way. Question is: are you looking at early retirement?”


    Caleb dropped his head and shook it. “I truly have no idea. Right now I just want to focus on my family.”


    “I understand, partner. Whatever the hell it is you’re working through in that head of yours, I hope you get it sorted. And if not—” He splayed a hand and grinned his grin. “My door is always open.”


    Caleb mumbled a thanks.


    Ray stood. “Just promise me one thing.”


    Caleb looked up at him.


    “Promise me you won’t wait until I’m at the door to call my name and say thanks. I hate when they do that clichéd shit in the movies.”


    Caleb smiled again. “Then I’ll just say thanks now.”


    Ray winked. “Take care of yourself, partner.”
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    Tortola

  The British Virgin Islands


    One month later


    The island sun, strong but pleasant, woke Amy. A warm breeze carried the smell of the Caribbean Sea through her bedroom window. She inhaled its cathartic aroma and exhaled with equal catharsis. With each passing day on the island, she woke with fewer nightmares.


    Shuffling into the kitchen, she spotted Carrie on the sofa, reading a book, a cup of coffee next to her on the coffee table.


    “Morning, sweetie,” Amy said.


    Carrie laid the book flat to her chest and smiled. “Morning.”


    “Any coffee left?”


    “Lots.”


    Amy went to her daughter first. Kissed the top of her head and then insisted she sit up so she could check the bullet wound on her shoulder.


    “It’s fine, Mom.”


    “Just shut up and let me see.” Amy checked the wound. It was healing nicely. “My ‘bullet twin,’” she said with a little smile, lowering the neck of her shirt to reveal the scar above her right breast—her own bullet wound, courtesy of Arty Fannelli over a decade ago.


    “Never gets old,” Carrie said, raising her book again.


    Amy kissed the top of her daughter’s head again and went to the kitchen. The pot of coffee was still very full. “Did your brother have any yet?”


    “I think he’s still asleep.”


    Amy took two mugs from the cabinet and filled them both. She left hers on the counter and brought the remaining cup to Caleb’s room.


    His door was closed. She knocked gently and opened it. His bed was empty. Not just empty, but already made.


    (Or never slept in?)


    Amy returned to the living room. “Have you seen your brother yet this morning?”


    Carrie lowered her book again. “He’s not asleep?”


    “No. His bed is made too.”


    “Maybe he got up early and went to the beach. You know how Marines are. They always make their beds first thing.”


    Amy grunted. Caleb did always make his bed first thing. And he had spent a good deal of his time by the water since their arrival on the island. Often, Amy would catch him sitting on the beach and staring out into the sea for what seemed like hours.


    She went back to his bedroom. That was when she spotted the note on his dresser.


    Mom and Carrie,


    I’ll be away for a while. I’ve got some things I need to work out. I don’t know when I’ll be back. Don’t look for me. Don’t contact me. I’ll contact you when I’m ready. I love you both with all my heart.


    Caleb
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    New York City, New York


    Midnight


    Ray was pleased when he saw the headlights in the distance. He’d said midnight, and they were here exactly at midnight. The spot he’d chosen was a secluded lot in one of the seedier parts of town, and he didn’t want to spend any more time here than was necessary. He didn’t want to spend any time here, period. Not one to get his hands dirty whenever possible, this exchange was just far too valuable to trust in the hands of a subcontractor.


    After this transaction was done, he would be set for life.


    The car, a limousine, slowed to a stop beside him. One of the tinted passenger windows rolled down halfway. A poker-faced man in sunglasses and a black suit looked him up and down. He could have been a gangster. For all Ray knew, or cared, he was.


    “You Ray?” the man asked.


    “That I am,” Ray said. “And you are?”


    “I’m a man who enjoys home movies.”


    The precise phrase they’d agreed upon for confirmation of identity when setting up the meeting. It was him. Or them. Again, Ray didn’t care.


    “Nice and prompt,” Ray said. “I like that. You got what we agreed upon?”


    “Do you?”


    “I got it,” Ray said. “I’ve also got snipers on you as we speak.” This was a major bluff, but what Ray felt was a necessary one. Nothing was to stop these guys from taking their prize and leaving him for dead.


    “No need for that, Ray,” the man said. “I intend on an honest transaction here this evening.”


    “Make the transfer then,” Ray said.


    The man brandished his phone. Pressed a few buttons and then tucked the phone back inside his jacket pocket. “Done.”


    Ray pulled his own phone. Checked his bank statement. The transfer had gone through. He was rich.


    “Hell yeah,” Ray said.


    “The product, Ray,” the man said.


    “Right.” Ray turned and went to his car. Popped the trunk and removed a cardboard box. He brought it back to the limo.


    “And that’s all the tapes?” the man asked. “Even the most recent one?”


    “Damn right. Priceless, these babies are.”


    “Shame they all survived, though, isn’t it?” the man said. “Would have been far more valuable had the Lamberts actually died.”


    “What do you want from me, man? I tried to make that happen. I even tipped those kids off to the Lambert boy coming for them.” He grinned. “Played the anonymous good Samaritan with a courtesy call and everything. Not my fault they fucked it up. Guess those Lamberts are damn hard to kill.”


    A gun barrel dug into the back of Ray’s head. “Fucking-a right we are, Ray.”


    Ray slowly turned. Caleb Lambert was pointing a gun in his face. Ray’s eyes bulged. “Caleb.”


    The limo doors opened. Jack Dixon and his team exited.


    “Evening, Ray,” Jack said. “Just when I thought you couldn’t sink any lower.”


    “What the fuck is this?” Ray said.


    “Long overdue,” Jack replied.


    “You wanted the tapes,” Caleb said to Ray. “You found out about them, and all this time, you just wanted the tapes. No—you wanted all the tapes. You knew about their plans to film a final one. You agreed to join Jack and his man at the house so you could grab them when you saw your chance.”


    “The police were damn curious as to why there was no tape in the camera that was filming the hell Caleb, Amy, and Carrie went through,” Jack said. “In the VCR too. Wasn’t hard to put the pieces together after that, Ray.”


    Ray sighed and dropped his head. “Fine. You got me. Whoop dee doo. I wanted the tapes. You know how long I’ve been watching those little pricks? I had cameras on top of fucking cameras tracking them.” He looked at Caleb. “You showing up at my door really was just a damn coincidence, partner. I couldn’t resist taking advantage. It was nothing personal.”


    Caleb struggled to keep his voice even. “You had cameras inside the house. Not just drones spying on them from the outside, but cameras on the inside as well,” Caleb said.


    “Yep. In both their houses. Well, their folks’ houses. Saw and heard every damn thing they got up to. Wasn’t hard. Houses were empty during the day when they went to school. No folks either. You know the sick little fucks killed them?”


    “You could have called Jack for help at any time,” Caleb said.


    Ray grinned and held up a finger. “Ahh—but then I wouldn’t have gotten the final tape, would I? Certainly not the one with you joining the party.”


    Caleb whipped his forehead into Ray’s face, a headbutt with the impact of a train. Ray dropped to his knees and clutched his gushing nose. He spat blood. “It was nothing personal, partner. Just business. You gotta believe that.”


    “We’re all just selfish creatures in this world, right?”


    Ray looked up at him. His nose was crooked. Blood now covered the lower half of his face, dripped from his chin. “That’s right. Hell, you come to me for selfish reasons, didn’t you? To kill folks so you can satisfy whatever kind of sick agenda you got?”


    “I told you I only wanted to kill bad people.”


    “And so what? You’re gonna kill me now?” He laughed and turned to Jack. “Saint Dixon over there would never allow it.”


    Jack and his team turned their backs on Ray. Ray’s mouth dropped open. He spun back to Caleb and held up both hands. “Wait, wait, wait—”


    “This is very personal, partner,” Caleb said, and shot Ray between the eyes, and then again, three more times in the chest, after he crumpled onto his back.


    Jack and his team turned and faced the scene again. Caleb stood over Ray’s body, gun still on him, staring down at his corpse as though deciding whether he should shoot him some more.


    “It’s over, son,” Jack said.


    Caleb blinked and looked up at Jack.


    “And for what it’s worth,” Jack went on, “I am truly sorry. I knew Ray was scum, but I never would have thought—ah shit…” He looked away.


    Caleb said nothing.


    Jack faced him again. “Go on home, son. We’ll clean up. The tapes too. They’ll be ash in a few minutes.”


    “What about the money you sent him?”


    He smiled thinly. “Payment on that account has already been suspended.”


    Caleb nodded and turned to walk away.


    “Caleb,” Jack called to him.


    Caleb stopped and turned.


    “It’s over,” Jack said again. “Go on back to your family.”


    Caleb thought of Father Merrin from The Exorcist again. How Father Merrin had discovered that the key was to do right, in spite of any wrong one felt.


    And then he flashed on his own little caveat to that revelation: Even if you’re a psychopath?


    (Are you a psychopath?)


    “I don’t know,” Caleb said to Jack, but more so to himself.


    Caleb left. He was crying by the time he got to his car.


	


    AUTHOR’S NOTE
 
    
    Thank you so much for reading Bad Games: The Complete Series, my friends. I hope you enjoyed reading the series as much as I enjoyed writing it. While I’m fairly certain this is indeed the end to the series, it is quite possible we will be visiting Caleb again sometime in the future. Perhaps in a spin-off of sorts. A badass vigilante who takes out the bad guys, all the while struggling with his own bad guy impulses? Kinda begs to be written, yes? We’ll see…


    Please know that every single reader is important to me. Whenever I’m asked what my writing goals are, my number one answer, without pause, is to entertain. I want you to have fun reading what I write. I want to make your heart race. I want you to get paper cuts (or Kindle thumb?) from turning the pages so fast. Again—I want to entertain you.


    If I succeeded in doing that, I would be very grateful if you took a few minutes to write a review on Amazon for Bad Games: The Complete Series. Good reviews can be very helpful, and I absolutely love to read the various insights from satisfied readers.


    Thank you so very much, my friends.


    Until Amy is inducted into The Unkillable Hall of Fame…
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