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   For M, I wish we could have been the things we needed for each other when we needed them.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Author’s Note
 
    
 
   It’s a strange thing to consider myself done with something and letting go isn’t easy.  My storyboard is in my peripheral vision, almost a year’s worth of work summed up in 39 cards that don’t include the last chapter.  
 
    
 
   Granted it was part-time work.  I wrote short stories and blog posts in that same time and yet it is terrifying to think of this being read in a few hours, sporadically over days.
 
    
 
   Thank you to the readers out there, especially Joleen, Scott Wallis, and WS Long.
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   Chapter 01 - Going Home
 
    
 
   Eight years ago...
 
   They’re going to remember me, Simon thought as he walked out of his high school headed home, anyone messes with me they’re going to remember it.  I might not be big, I might not be strong, but if I have to fight, if it comes down to it, then I will scar them in some way, I don’t even have to win, just leave them with something so they remember.  He thumbed the knife in his pocket.  His jaw was tight and shoulders raised.  
 
   The school year had started easily and he was looking for a new start after the summer he had but over the last few weeks, intermittently, a group of boys, led by his new archenemy Josh, had begun teasing him.  The first time he had mistakenly thought as they drove by and honked the horn it was some kind of hello and he had even, foolishly, waved back but he regretted that the next day and successive days when they would pass.  They honked at him, yelled at him, threatened him, and even tried to swing at him with their hands and a baseball bat.   
 
   That was bad enough, but then it became something else as he passed Josh’s house.  He hated that house.  That house had been the site of his great embarrassment just that summer.  The year before he had become infatuated with Josh’s sister Lucy who was in the same grade.  He thought it was mutual.  She flirted with him every time they were together, more when they were alone.  She had been flirtatious and he had been awkward.  She would touch and rub against him.  He wanted her badly and had even asked her out but she politely refused.
 
   It started with an impulse to see her, maybe something romantic like throwing stones at her window.  It was easy to find but he didn’t have the courage.  However, he found that sometimes, especially if he waited long enough he could see her undress.  
 
   It was his secret until his mother followed him one night.  He was in the darkness with one hand down inside his pants waiting to see her again.  His mother was quiet, or else he was too absorbed, but she grabbed him from behind.  He let out a scream of panic that became screams of pain as she struck him.  The neighbors opened their front doors.  Lucy came to the window.  His mother pulled him to their front lawn.  By then Josh and his father were on the front porch.  He remembered Josh was in his boxers and for a moment he wasn’t sure who should be more embarrassed.
 
   He thought for a moment his mother would make him apologize but she didn’t.  She dragged him away and back to their home, made him bare himself, then spanked him with the belt that had been left hanging in his father’s office.  He felt as if his sin, his mischievous act, had been beaten from him that night as the pain was burned into his flesh.
 
   Sometimes he wanted to try and rub that pain as he passed by the house except he was usually too distracted by Josh and his friends.  Sometimes he thought they would run out and chase after him but one of the boys had another idea.  They got eggs.  It became a sporting event.  Any day they got back before he passed they would throw eggs at him, only once coming close enough to get splatter on his pant cuff.  He started to think about a day when it got worse.  He said something, they said something, or maybe they thought of something else. 
 
   It was the same as the time before when boys in his same grade made him take off his jeans and hand them over after school.  He had to walk the rest of the way in a pair of white briefs, trying to cover himself with his hands and shirt, sneaking through yards if he could but risking double the exposure.  The old people in the neighborhood watched their yards like a hawk ready to confront anyone who dared cross their manicured, green lawns.  He managed to sneak inside and up to his room without his mother noticing and he thought it was over.  The next day at school all his classmates knew.  Most didn’t say anything directly, just whispered behind his back, but others, other boys, they teased him, especially in the locker room.  Eventually the principal found out and confronted the boys, making Simon recount the incident in front of them.  The boys were threatened with suspension and his mother was told but little else came of it.  His mother only tried to console him when he got home. 
 
   But he vowed to himself that it was a once in a lifetime event.  He would only be humiliated like that once.  The next time someone might get over on him, beat him, strip him, but he would fight and he would mark them, leave a scar in some way.  He ran his thumb over the backside of the blade enjoying the feel of the blunt edge of the metal.  He had one plan for how to react.  He wasn’t going to flash it.  He wasn’t going to threaten them.  His advantage was that they thought they had the upper hand.  
 
   He walked along the familiar route, head down.  The boys’ car passed him.  He felt a lump in his throat.  He got within 100 yards and for a moment he thought about trying to go some other way, but they’ll know I’m chicken, he thought, so he continued on.  He walked steadily as he usually did.  
 
   Even when they threw the eggs he didn’t try to jump around and dodge them.  He let them hit as they usually did, but then he found himself doing something else.  He turned and gave them the finger.  It was a motion, a gesture that he felt ripped him from path in space and time, pulled him into some intangible present.  The boys yelled and taunted, grabbed at their crotches and flipped him off.  But he didn’t walk away.  He stood there for everyone to see, all the neighbors.  The boys began to call for him, invite him, and feeling half-possessed he walked in their direction.  He took his hand from his pocket as he stepped onto the grass.  
 
   “Come on pervert,” Josh yelled.
 
   He didn’t want to fight them, not really.  He wanted them to stop.  He wanted to confront them.  He was the new cowboy in town and they were the bad guys.  He paid little attention to anything else, just them, but especially Josh.  He didn’t notice the grass, the birds in the trees, a bright blue sky, an airplane passing over, just them.  He got within ten feet and stopped.  There were five of them and Lucy, she was on the porch.  Had she organized this as some revenge?
 
   “What do you want pervert?” Josh asked.
 
   “I want you to stop,” Simon said.
 
   Josh mocked him, adding an extra lisp to the phrase.  Everyone laughed.
 
   “Quit it,” Simon said.
 
   “Or what?”
 
   “It’s not right,” Simon said.
 
   “Why don’t you walk away so we can have some more practice,” Josh said.  “We still have about a half dozen eggs that needs used.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What did you say?  I’m giving you a chance to walk away from this.  You don’t want me to kick the living shit out of you.  I’ll do it.  I will beat you senseless, maybe pull off your faggot clothes, make you walk home naked.  Post some pictures of that on the internet, spank your ass.”
 
   “You’re a moron,” Simon replied.  “You sound like a faggot talking about pulling off my clothes and spanking me.  Is that what your dad does before bed?”
 
   He didn’t know where the last sentence came from, his skin burned from the intensity of it.  He had crossed over another threshold.  There was no going back.  He thought to run away, but when he looked for a path, a direction out, Josh was too close, they all were.
 
   “My boys here are going to kick your ass,” he said.
 
   Simon stepped back but readied himself.
 
   “Your boys?  You need boys?  Are you too much of a faggot to fight me alone?”
 
   Josh pulled at his shirt, up over his shoulders and off, threw it to one of his friends.  Several years older he had been going to the gym regularly.  His muscles were impressive, if not intimidating.  
 
   “Do you like this faggot?”
 
   “Leave me alone,” Simon said.
 
   “Or what?”
 
   Josh’s friends began to circle him and Simon dropped his back pack to the ground beside his feet, stepped away so he wouldn’t get caught on it.  He stared at Josh but was wary of the young man’s friends so he kept his attention open, ready for any move.  But the friends didn’t act, they weren’t ready to participate.  They wanted a show, a performance of Josh beating Simon.  He readied himself by raising himself on the balls of his feet.  He noticed Josh was more flat footed, over confident.  
 
   When Josh moved to grab him he let himself be over taken but grappled back a little trying to hold him enough, slow him down.  He wasn’t prepared for the blows to his back, his sides, his face.  Punches and slaps meant to embarrass not severely harm, not initially.  Josh tried to manipulate him into a headlock, a chokehold, but he fought back, escaped.  They circled each other.  Simon didn’t throw one punch.  He knew he couldn’t get past the long arms and guard of his opponent.  He waited until they were locked up again before he tried his one move by pulling Josh to the ground.  It was a Judo move he had read about.  He didn’t expect it to work.  He fell atop Josh who was quick to roll with him until he was on top.
 
   “I’m going to fucking tear off your head and shit down your neck,” Josh said between grunts.  He grabbed at Simon’s arms, his wrists, but Simon had one last move.  He reached for his pocket.  “I’m going to mess you up.”
 
   Josh didn’t notice.  He laughed as he slapped and toyed with his prey.  It was the opening Simon needed as he pulled his knife out.  He flicked open the quick action blade and stabbed up into Josh’s soft belly.  He was surprised by the feeling of it, the moment when it hit and went straight into him, then when it stopped.  
 
   Warm blood ran down over his hand, onto his shirt, he could feel it against his skin.  “What the hell?” Josh said.  He pulled himself away and Simon held onto the knife.  Josh almost got to his feet but fell back on his ass.  He looked around before his head hit the green lawn.  
 
   “I’ve been stabbed,” he said.
 
   Simon pushed himself away, first he sat up, then he got to his knees.  He cleaned the blade of his knife on his jeans, looked to the rest of them, but everyone else was in a panic.  Two of the boys were on their phones, Lucy ran to her older brother, grabbed at him.  She wailed and cried.  He had crossed another threshold.  He thought about running home, hiding somewhere.  He thought about the attic but there wouldn’t be enough time.  He knew he couldn’t hide from this.  
 
   Police were being called.  No one else wanted to fight.  He threw the knife into the dirt before him making it stick up, available for use but also making him unarmed.  He didn’t have a choice in what would happen next, he told himself.  If Josh lived or died he didn’t have a choice, the past was some violent moment that would pull through the rest of his life.  He felt like he wanted to cry but stopped himself.  There was no weakness, he had been weak once but never again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 02 - Spilled Blood
 
    
 
   Present Day...
 
   Rain fell against the windshield of the parked ‘94 Lincoln as it sat in the back of the grocery store parking lot away from customers and light.  Inside the car two men, Conrad and Marcus, sat contemplating their fates and what one of them had done.  Conrad, the younger of the two, looked out through the splattered rain drops into the night sky.  He wanted to confess something they both knew.  He wanted to say it even though it didn’t seem rational.
 
   There had been minutes of silence between them after Marcus had picked him up and driven him to the lot.  Marcus had been a mentor and his lover for over two years.  He was a strong man, tough and unsympathetic.  He had decried sentimentality and empathy on a regular basis.  And Conrad was afraid how the man would react.
 
   “Marcus, I shot someone,” Conrad said.  
 
   When Marcus didn’t respond he looked to the older man who sat next to him blowing smoke out of the partially open window.  Marcus knocked ash onto the floor.  He stroked his beard, scratched at his throat as if he were massaging the words there.
 
   “Tell me about it,” Marcus said.
 
   “I was over at Tina’s.  It was early morning so no one was there.  I was playing 9-Ball alone just to hone my skills.  I had been up a few days snorting Ritalin and whatever else so I was scratching and getting frustrated.  I was lining up a shot and not paying attention, bam, he blindsides me.”  
 
   Conrad thought about the way the enforcer hit him, lifted him from the ground and sent him flying into a nearby table, the feeling of the edge against his back, falling to the ground, and the way the carpet felt on his hands.  He shook off the memory.  
 
   “I look up and it’s Dylan.  He never liked me and he’s got this look in his eye because for once he’s justified to kick the shit out of me.”
 
   “But how did you get mixed up with that sadistic bastard?” Marcus asked.
 
   “He had that pharmaceutical connection.  I thought it would be easy money.  Everyone at the clubs and parties wants the pills because they know it’s uncut and high quality and I knew I could overcharge them.  It would be a hustle but still it would be worth it.  The weed from you was good but this was... I’m sorry.”
 
   “Hey, it’s your life.  You were being an entrepreneur.”
 
   “Anyway, he’s on me but it’s like he’s toying with me.  That was the worst part.  I’m saying anything I can to get him to stop.  I say, ‘I’ll do anything’ and he laughs at me.  He tells me he had a bet that I’d try to bribe him with sex and how fags were good earners but could never be real members.  
 
   “I start to get to my knees but I’m dizzy and he grabs hold of my hair, I fall against him.  He starts laughing.  That’s when I got my gun from the ankle holster and I press the barrel up into his balls.  Fucker turned white as a ghost, he was scared of me or some freak accident.  
 
   “I had him good.  He lets me go and backs away.  I get to my feet but stagger.  He moves like he’s coming at me but there’s too much distance and I steady myself.  I can feel as I look at him, this maggot is mine.”
 
   “You shot him?”
 
   “No, not like that.  I was ready to let him go.  I just wanted some sleep.  He starts saying things like how this isn’t over and how I owe money, and how the next time he sees me it’s personal, that he’ll take my head off and let guys use it for a toilet.  It all felt so weird.  I knew what I was doing but I don’t know.  He says to me, ‘Next time I-’ and that’s when I pointed my gun at his chest.  
 
   “He held out his hand and you know the funny thing is that I shot it.  I shot his hand.  I’ve barely used a gun but it just popped up, bam.  I see him start to go weak but I’m thinking I have to finish this so I shoot at him.  One shot hits the wall, another hits some glass, and I’m panicking so I close on him and bam, bam, he’s down and out.”
 
   Marcus sat in the passenger seat slowly nodding.
 
   “What do I do now?”
 
   “Now you run,” Marcus said.
 
   “What?  Why?  No one else saw me.  Did they?”
 
   “Some waitress named Brenda saw the whole thing from behind the door.  She called the police, said you shot him in cold blood.  The police have a sketch of your face and a description.  They don’t know your name but they’ll probably find fingerprints.  The Brotherhood got to her after that which is how I know.  I heard it from her directly, and they know your name.  They’re coming after you.”  
 
   “Even you?”
 
   Marcus gave him a look and Conrad let out a nervous laugh.
 
   “I care about you but this can’t be fixed.  You have to get out of this city and start over somewhere.  You can’t go home and you can’t go to any relative’s place.  Drive out to the West Coast and get lost there.”
 
   “What about us?”
 
   “Maybe one day, when I retire or maybe I can meet up with you sometime, somewhere on a vacation but you know everything I do is with the club.”
 
   “I’ll be alone,” he said.  He didn’t know if he loved the man.  He didn’t believe in love.  But he did need the man.  He could rely on him.
 
   Some part of him wanted to be just cold and calculating.  Some part of him wanted to believe Marcus cared.  He wanted to believe it wasn’t a facade like when he pretended to be tough and when he pretended to be straight.  He had to find out.  He had to make the man feel something for him.  He winced and looked to his hands.  He felt like he could cry but he knew that would be too weak to Marcus.  He had to have strength enough to hold the tears back.
 
   “Do you have enough?”
 
   “I’ve got a little of what I was selling, some cash I was going to pay him, a few things but nothing of real value.”
 
   Marcus reached into the breast pocket of his leather jacket and pulled out a roll of bills wrapped in rubber bands.  The wad had been stuck together for some time and was old and not bills recently taken from a cash machine.
 
   “There’s three grand there in small bills mostly.  That’s the best I can come up with right now from my squirrel fund.”
 
   “I need more than this,” Conrad said.  “I can’t live like I did before when I was on the street.  I can’t go back to that.”
 
   “Do you have some place you can stay for a while?  I can get you some more money unless you find some of your own.”
 
   Conrad slouched in his seat as he tried to think over his friends in life, someone the police and the gang wouldn’t know about, couldn’t find through a simple background check.  There was one name that came to mind, they had been close once for a brief time but never stayed in contact.  It would be easy enough to track him down.
 
   “Yeah, I might know someone,” Conrad said.
 
   “Good, take the car and drive out now, as far as you can.  No one knows what you’re driving so don’t get panicked.  You find a place off the main road somewhere and crash for a few days to sleep this off.  We’ll stay in contact through my second burner phone, no one knows about it.”
 
   “This guy, he lives-”
 
   Marcus silenced him with a finger.
 
   “I don’t want to know where.  You need to get safe, let this blow over, and I’ll contact you.”
 
   “Thank you,” Conrad said.
 
   “Come here,” Marcus replied.
 
   Conrad leaned over to hug Marcus but was lifted to his lap where they embraced and kissed as the older man ran his hands under the younger man’s shirt to his shoulder blades where he grasped at the skin there.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 03 - Kevin
 
    
 
   Kevin awoke to his alarm clock feeling as if he didn’t have time to sleep.  He looked to see it was 5:30 A.M. and turned off the alarm.  He sat up from his bed feeling renewed but slightly disoriented.  He dropped to the floor where he laid out on his back, put his knees into the air, and began to do sit ups.  He counted them under his breath until he reached twenty, then he rolled over on his stomach and did twenty pushups, jumped to his feet and ran in place for thirty seconds, did fifteen squat thrusts, then got back into position for more sit ups.  He did seven more cycles before he stopped just after the last squat thrust.  He rolled onto his back for a moment to catch his breath.  
 
   He looked under his bed where he saw it was empty and smiled.  He was pleased that there was no clutter, no extra belongings hid somewhere.  He had gotten himself organized six years ago before he started high school and he wasn’t going back.  He sat up, pushed himself from the floor and stripped off his clothes, dropped them in the hamper and stepped in front of the full length mirror.  He was happy with his body for once.  His belly and the padding of baby fat on his face were gone.
 
   Everything was in its right place, he told himself.  He went to the middle of his room and sat, crossed his legs and assumed his best meditative form.  He liked to meditate naked because it felt like his body was the most open.  He thought about the day before and everything he had done.  He thought about the things he needed to do.  He thought about where he had to go, the people he would talk to and deal with and among those people was Thad.
 
   Thad was only minutes away, would be waiting for him on the corner to go for a run.  He smiled.  No, he told himself, be in the moment, put all those assumptions away somewhere.  He had thought it through but life wouldn’t happen exactly that way.  Embrace the chaos, he told himself.
 
   There was the sound of his phone telling him he had a text message from Thad.  Was he running late?  He waited until he felt himself calm down, then he opened his eyes and got back to his feet.  He retrieved his phone, just a good morning message telling him Thad was five minutes early and missing him.  He smiled and deleted the message before he put down his phone and went to get his workout clothes from the drawer: a thin pair of shorts, t-shirt, jock strap, and cup.  He pulled the jock strap up, placed the cup inside.  He looked at himself in the mirror and was delighted because he never thought four years ago he would take pride in his body and exercise.  He finished dressing, put on his socks and shoes, made his way out of the quiet house.
 
   He checked to make sure he had his house key tied on a string around his neck, that it hadn’t been pulled off while he slept in some accident or fit of rage before he closed the door and made sure it was locked.  He did ten jumping jacks before he dashed down the stairs and across the lawn.  He got to the sidewalk and turned.  He picked up his speed in anticipation of seeing Thad.
 
   Suburban, colonial style houses that had been built over a hundred years ago, the rest of the neighborhood was still quiet.  Only a few mothers and fathers were awake, maybe the poor soul delivering newspapers, garbage collectors and people headed to work knew about this time and many of them probably didn’t appreciate it.  He liked this time of the morning, something few people ever knew about because most of them were still asleep.  Although there would be fewer of them with Fall approaching but sometimes it felt like only him and Thad as they ran the streets and through the park.  That made it easier.
 
   He spotted Thad on the corner in the grass stretching his legs and smiled.  The man was possibly twenty years older than him but fit and good natured unlike any other person his age.  He could be disarming, took an interest in people like when Thad had been impressed that Kevin was a conscientious eater and exercised regularly.  Kevin felt comfortable admitting to him that he struggled with anorexia in high school until his parents got him a therapist who got him a personal trainer.  He learned about food and exercise the right way, he said.
 
   They had talked for a long time about food and work.  Kevin had just begun his internship but he was eager to find out how the newspaper worked.  Thad had told him he was in the photography business for over a decade feeling that it would scare him but Kevin was intrigued by his career.  They talked any chance they got.  They met frequently on breaks and lunch.  Kevin asked him about his previous life and sometimes Thad told him about what it was like as if he wanted to have it again, as if they could have it together.
 
   But even as comfortable as they were with each other coming out was still a process.  Finally, after weeks of talking Thad admitted that he had broken up with his long-term boyfriend before moving to town.  Kevin sat in silence for a long time.  He knew that each had suspected the other was gay but not wanting to offend each other they assumed the other was straight, neither of them even in these days wanted to risk offending the other by making some assumption.  Kevin had never told anyone his own secret but then he just said it.
 
   “I haven’t had a boyfriend yet but I’m looking forward to it.”
 
   They both looked at each other and laughed suddenly feeling ridiculous for not recognizing in the other, for being afraid of saying something for weeks.  After that it became more comfortable until Thad asked him to go jogging.  Kevin felt himself being excited about the idea.  Was it a date?  Was it the beginning of a relationship?  He found himself flirting with the older man if even only accidentally or unconsciously until he recognized what he had done, what he had said.  Thad noticed but said that he was afraid of being in a relationship with someone so young, but that was months ago.
 
   Kevin came to a stop a few feet from Thad after signaling to each other a hello.  He began to run in place.  He looked up and down the streets but there was no traffic, a few inside houselights were on.  He signaled for Thad to get ready.
 
   “How are you this morning?” Thad asked.
 
   “Good,” Kevin said.  “How are you?”
 
   “Old,” Thad said.
 
   “Better hurry then before you get any older.  Last one to the park has to pay for lunch.”
 
   Kevin began to run away towards the park and Thad gave him a lead before he dashed after him.  Thad got close enough to make Kevin look back.  Each let out a laugh before they doubled down and began to run as hard as they could.  They were even when Thad reached over and slapped playfully at Kevin’s arm.  Kevin tried to slap back or at least keep him away.  It was a long run into the back of the neighborhood to the park, a preservation, the as of yet unprocessed trees.
 
   Kevin felt as if for once he was leading when Thad stopped playing and gave it his all.  He pulled ahead of the young man for just long enough that he touched the park sign first.  Kevin slowed himself enough, ran into the sign and let out a laugh.
 
   “You’re too much,” Thad said.
 
   “I think we’re both going to be tired today for work,” Kevin said.
 
   “At least you’re only there for a few hours.”
 
   “So are you,” Kevin said.
 
   “Oh right, well, it’s nice to not have a good job I guess.  Hey that reminds me do you want to help me at my studio on Saturday?  I’d pay you something under the table, say twenty bucks and maybe a piece of pizza.”
 
   “Yeah sure,” Kevin said.  That would be a good way to earn some money, maybe they could find some time to do something else, but then he reminded himself of where they were.  He signaled for Thad to follow him.
 
   “I don’t know how I let you talk me into this,” Thad said.
 
   They walked into the park, along the familiar trail.  Down one path, then off on another, and yet another going in a direction few walkers ever went.  Kevin signaled with his head for Thad to follow him along a thin path through the trees.  They had fooled around in different spots all over the park, mostly kissing and groping.  
 
   He moved on impulse, searching out some perfect spot.  He walked until he felt far enough away so they wouldn’t be seen.  They stopped to catch their breath, to listen and make sure no one else was around and they wouldn’t be disturbed.
 
   Kevin looked to the older man, stared him in the eye before he pulled off his shirt and threw it to him.  Thad shook his head as if he was shaking away guilt before he pulled off his own shirt.  Kevin let his shorts drop, stuck his thumbs in the waist band of his jock, ran them between the fabric and his own skin, moved his thumbs down to the straps where he toyed with them, toyed with Thad’s desire.
 
   “You’re naughty,” Thad said.
 
   “Maybe we both are,” Kevin said.
 
   They listened for a moment to make sure no one had heard them.  They stepped to each other with their hands slightly out anticipating the touch.  They reached for skin at the same time.  They were simultaneously delighted by the feel of their touch and being touched.  
 
   They kissed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 04 - Blood Brother
 
    
 
   The sound of knocking, then the sound of the doorbell awoke Simon from a nap on the sofa where he was flat on his back with one hand against his chest and the other hanging off the side.  He let out a moan and sat up.  There were no expected guests, no one would have been invited, and proselytizers had stopped coming years ago.  
 
   There was more knocking, the doorbell, he got to his feet and walked from the living room into the foyer, passed the game room and the parlor to the front door that he opened cautiously, leaving the chain still attached.  He was blinded by the sunlight and held up his hand to shield his eyes.
 
   There was a glare as a form stepped into the light and he could make out it was a young man he didn’t recognize.  Was this someone from town?  Maybe a newspaper boy?  Hadn’t he heard all of the terrible stories about the place, about him?  He winced as he tried to get a better look but he realized he’d need to take off the chain.
 
   “Who is it?” Simon asked.
 
   “Simon?  It’s me Conrad,” the stranger said.
 
   “Conrad?” he asked.  
 
   He thought about the people in town, relatives, and then he remembered it.  Conrad, of course, but how the hell did he find me?  He unfastened the chain as Conrad stepped closer.  For a moment they were caught in an awkward standoff as each was unsure what the other would do but finally Simon opened the door and invited him inside.  Conrad stepped into the house and kept his eyes on Simon.  They looked at each other, assessing subtle differences, unsure how to greet the other.  
 
   It had been years since they had been together.  It was a different place and time for both of them when they were truly equals dressed in grey sweat pants and sweat shirts.  Each of them had gotten back to their own lives and how they changed showed that.  Conrad was dressed in a tank top, shorts, sandals, and sunglasses.  He had more muscles, notably his biceps, and he had tattoos, professional ones.  Simon was dressed formally in a button down shirt, vest, tie, slacks, and dress shoes.  He had a mustache.  
 
   Would a handshake suffice?  Maybe a hug?  Simon thought about the options and he didn’t like either of them.  He didn’t like this familiar person from his past being there, reminding him, and yet he had always been curious.  
 
   “Hello blood brother,” Conrad said.
 
   Simon smiled at the greeting and held out his hand.  Conrad took it and shook his hand before pulling him against his chest and wrapping his left arm around Simon’s side to hug him.  Simon was caught off guard by the action and had it been anyone else he would have resisted more, fought back, or complained but he didn’t.  He let it go, even after the hug was too long and became awkward and uncomfortable.  Finally, Conrad let him go and they stepped back from each other.
 
   “What’s this blood brother shit?” Simon asked.
 
   “We are you know.  Or don’t you remember?”
 
   “I remember, too well.  But how did you find me?”
 
   Conrad tapped his head.
 
   “You told me the town where you lived and it was pretty easy after that, after all I knew your name and lots of other things about you.”
 
   Simon winced at the comment.  As nice as it was to see Conrad it was also reminder of his past, a connection to a time when he had been weaker, vulnerable.  What was it that made people friends?  What was it that bonded them?  And why did they think the relationship, whatever it was, could be mended so easily or had never been destroyed?  He pushed the thoughts aside and focused his mind on Conrad who sat before him with a familiar half smirk on his face.
 
   “So this is your mom’s place?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s upstairs in her bedroom,” Simon said.  “Don’t worry she’ll probably stay up there it’s the afternoon and she’s probably watching her religious programs.”
 
   “A little Father, Son, and Holy Ghost action?”
 
   Simon winced at the comment.  Conrad had always been easy to mock religion and church, and though Simon didn’t believe in any gods he still felt guilty about mocking them.  It was Sunday school, he thought.
 
   “There really aren’t too many Simon Winters in town.  I only had to ask at the gas station.  They knew the place.”
 
   “That easy,” Simon said.
 
   Conrad smiled and nodded.  Simon was near as he had remembered him with thick hair and dark eyes that always looked like they were inspecting everything and everyone.  There was a darkness there, he had come to know it, but there was also a sincerity and kindness of someone who wanted to live in a perfect world.  He was handsome in his own way but not confident.
 
   “So what brings you here?  You just wanted to see me?”
 
   “Well, I uh, kind of was passing through because I’ve been out of state.  I wanted to go see my mom.  She still lives in my hometown but I don’t really have the extra money for a hotel room.”
 
   They stared each other in the eye but Conrad wasn’t going to give in, break or confess.  He felt like his lie was working.  This made sense.  
 
   “She’s pretty sick.  She has cancer.”
 
   Simon broke from the eye contact and looked to the coffee table, to his hands that he rubbed nervously on his pants.  He had been caught trying to tell if someone was lying and he really couldn’t tell if he was.  He had his reasons to not trust Conrad but he also had his reasons to give him the benefit of the doubt.  
 
   “With me having been in juvenile hall, well it’s not good for me to be at the house too long or even stay around town there.  The cops there hate me.  I’d get a ticket just for crossing the street if they saw me.  And I’ve been working out of state so I don’t have a place around here.  I remembered you and I know it’s not like we’re high school friends but we were close.  You probably don’t want someone bringing up the past but I thought, I don’t know, you could help me out.”
 
   Simon felt as if a ball of string in his chest had come undone.  He felt so bad for the person beside him, the person he had known, whose mother was dying of cancer.  He took a deep breath and let his shoulders relax.  It would be awkward but it could work.  He looked to Conrad, then past him and up to the ceiling where he imagined his mother in her bedroom.  This would need some careful explanation, he thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 05 - Boredom
 
    
 
   It was late and no one was in the coffee shop.  Breakfast had the most people, lunch was stretched out, and after people got off work was the most sporadic, but any time she could Heather sat transfixed with a book.  She was supposed to be learning the business, her business, but it was boring.  Her father owned it and she had been running it since she graduated from high school, a deal they had worked out given her lack of ambition to go to college.  Going some place local felt too much like going back to high school, if they weren’t the exact same kids it was still too close, and she didn’t feel like going away, not with her father the way he was, not with the business being his only support.  
 
   She was reading Breakfast of Champions that evening, thinking Vonnegut got it wrong and that she lived in the asshole of the Universe and that if she wasn’t careful she might live there for the rest of her life.  She moaned at the thought.  She wanted a distraction and she thought about Kevin.  She hadn’t talked to him in weeks since he had been back to class.  She took out her phone and called him. 
 
   “Come down and visit me,” she said as soon as he picked up.  “I’m bored and no one is here.”
 
   Alone in his room with one hand pressing the phone to his ear and the other scrolling through his dashboard he looked to the clock.  He was bored too and there was nothing he had to do immediately.  He agreed and ended the call before he got up from his desk chair, tightened the belt to his jean shorts, and made sure his fly was up.  He stuck his phone in his pocket, checked the weight of it there, and headed out.  
 
   No one was there to notice him leave.  He slipped his shoes on at the front door, pulled the door shut behind him making sure it was locked before he turned on his feet and made the quick five minute walk to Main Street and the coffee shop.  He looked through the main window to Heather who looked back with her chin propped on her hand still bored.  He opened the door to the smell of coffee and baked goods.  His hands in the pockets of his hooded jacket he walked to the counter.
 
   “Do you want something?” she asked.
 
   “Uh,” he said before he looked back to the two people by the window.  “I don’t know.  Calories, you know, maybe just a tea.”
 
   “No problem, go have a seat and I’ll bring it over,” she said.
 
   He suddenly felt guilty for her waiting on him, and he hadn’t even paid.  He reached into his pocket for the few loose dollar bills but when she saw him she shook her head and motioned for him to go where she had told him to go.  He pulled out the dollars anyway and put them in the tip cup before he walked to the table, did a quick assessment of where she would need to sit to keep and eye on the door and sat in the opposite spot.  He listened to her.  She was getting a tea for herself, something to eat.  
 
   Was it something to share?  He groaned at the thought.  He was hungry, just a little bit, but he knew he’d look better if he denied it rather than indulge.  She stepped out from behind the counter and walked to him where she set down a tray.  There were two teas and two scones.  
 
   “You’re mean,” he said.
 
   “Just a few carbs,” she said.  “Besides you get plenty of exercise.”
 
   “This will be an extra mile, maybe half,” he said.
 
   “Skinny Mr. Kevin,” she said.  She saw him wince at the comment.  “Sorry, it just came to mind.  We haven’t talked about it in a while.  Does your father still check up on you?”
 
   “Sometimes,” he said.
 
   “That’s nice,” she said.  “He cares.”
 
   “So what do you want to do?”
 
   “I don’t know, blow my brains out maybe.”
 
   He recoiled at her sarcasm.
 
   “Sorry, it’s been a long day,” she said.  “I’m going to buy bullets with my tips.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow at her and crossed one leg over the other to turn away from her slightly mocking her desperate, bitter attitude.  She pulled her hands to her face and let out a grunt of disgust before she stretched out her arms and lay face down on the table for a second before she raised her shoulders with an inhale of air.
 
   “That bad?”
 
   “I’m here breakfast, lunch, and dinner everyday.  I can take time off here and there, I convinced my father to get someone to help but it’s all just the same.  It was bad when there were more people I knew from high school but there’s been two classes since we graduated.  They get dumber each year.  Somehow the place became hip.
 
   “God, the other day there were a group of teen girls in here who talked about the television show Friends the whole time and how they wanted to go to New York.  Boy are they going to be disappointed.”
 
   “Reruns,” he said.  “It gives us such bad impressions.”  
 
   “My father likes it but ugh, I’d rather be in some bookstore somewhere, reading quietly in the back, only sell things occasionally.”
 
   “People would steal your books,” he said.
 
   “No one steals books,” she said.  “They’re not worth anything.”  
 
   She broke off a piece of scone and stuck it in her mouth, began to chew.  Kevin watched her, looked at his own scone, looked away.
 
   “How’s class?” she asked.
 
   “Boring but I’ll get through it,” he said, “we’re supposed to research our local town and write a piece about it for our final paper.  It’s not due for a long time though.”
 
   “Not much to write about here,” she said.
 
   “Some white people took land from some natives who suffered on a reservation until a loophole allowed them to open a casino where poor people of all colors go to gamble and buy cheap cigarettes.”
 
   “Wow, that doesn’t sound bitter at all,” she said.
 
   He laughed mockingly at her causing her to smile.
 
   “So really what do you want to do?” he asked.
 
   “Tarot card reading,” she said.
 
   “Aw, come on?”
 
   “No, it’ll be good.”
 
   She got up from the table and went behind the counter to her bag where she retrieved a cloth bag that held her Tarot cards and returned with it.  She sat across from him with renewed energy.  She opened the bag, got out the cards, and shuffled them.  She held them close to her body with her eyes closed, readied herself across from him before she slid them in his direction.  He picked up the cards.  They had been through this several times but each time he relied on her instruction and her creativity for what the cards meant.
 
   “You deal your own fate,” she said.
 
   He shuffled the cards, toyed with her a little before she instructed him on how to lay them out for a twenty-one card reading.  She looked at them for several minutes when something else caught her eye, a spark.  She looked up through the main window to the sidewalk where she saw a young man, a stranger, Conrad, with a cigarette in his hand signaling for someone to join him.  The stranger was handsome.  He wore a leather jack, the collar up towards his face to protect him from the wind.
 
   “Who is that?” she asked.
 
   Kevin turned on his seat to look out the front window.  He looked to the young man, was captivated by his handsome face, his button nose, and kissable lips.  He didn’t have to be gay, he thought, anyone would want him.  
 
   “Holy shit,” Heather said, “look who’s walking up to him.”
 
   Kevin turned a little more to see the direction the young man was staring to see a familiar person stop in front of him.  He knew that face.
 
   “It’s Simon Winters,” she said.
 
   Kevin turned around back to her, his muscles and joints slightly ached by the way he was turned.  He let out a grunt of pain and looked her in the eye before he turned back to see the two young men outside the coffee shop talking, then he looked back to her with one ear listening for the door.
 
   “Do you think they’re coming in here?” she asked.
 
   “Has he ever come in here?”
 
   “No, I’ve never seen him in here.  He usually sticks to himself.  I only ever see him in the library sometimes but he’s always alone.  I’ve thought about going up and saying something to him.”
 
   “More like getting his autograph,” he said.
 
   “He’s infamous, not famous,” she replied.
 
   “Is he moving in this direction?”
 
   “I think they are,” she said.
 
   They looked to the door where Conrad pushed his way inside followed by Simon who walked with his hands in his pockets.  Heather jumped to her feet and made her way behind the counter to where her patrons took turns looking at each other, the selection of baked goods, and coffee.
 
   “I’m terrible at this,” Conrad said.
 
   “I told you I’ve never been here,” Simon replied.  He was annoyed for having been dragged along and didn’t want it to be any easier.
 
   “Can I help you?” Heather asked.
 
   Conrad leaned against the counter and looked into Heather’s eyes, looked her over before looking to Kevin who sat staring back at him.  They caught each other’s eyes and looked away, each with nearly the same thought, he’s cruising me, here.  Conrad shook off the thought.
 
   “I usually just get black coffee and a scone,” he said.
 
   “We can do that,” she said.
 
   “What about your friend?”
 
   Everyone looked to Simon who held up a hand of slight protest.  He looked to the floor and out into the street trying to show no interest.
 
   “He’ll have the same,” Conrad said.
 
   She rang up the order but she wanted to know more.  She had an idea.
 
   “I uh, usually call out a name,” she said.
 
   “Conrad,” he replied.
 
   Heather and Kevin looked to each other as Conrad began to count out cash.  He paid with a ten dollar bill and when he got back the change he dropped a dollar and the change in the tip cup.  Simon looked ready to leave but Conrad led him to a table where they sat.  Conrad cast one last look across the room to Kevin who had focused back on the Tarot cards on the table.  He spied the young man’s muscled calf and the way he played with his hair.  Maybe there were queers here after all, he thought, and maybe I should get to know them.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 06 - The Archivist
 
    
 
   That night after Simon and Conrad had left the coffee shop Heather decided no one else would be coming by so she decided to close early and Kevin walked her home.  They walked the familiar path to her house in near silence as each thought over their brief, mostly quiet encounter.  Simon was a celebrity around town for all the wrong reasons.  He was infamous and there were many rumors about him, few that either Kevin or Heather had reason to believe were true.
 
   Inside her house she signaled for him to go upstairs to her bedroom as she checked on her father who was asleep on the recliner in front of the glowing television.  Her father lay with his head turned at odd angle, an open bag of chips at his side and an open beer on the table nearby.  He smelled of cheap booze and cologne.  His hair was disheveled and he snored.  She took a blanket from the couch and placed it over as much of his body as she could without waking him.  She turned the television down a little so that it wouldn’t bother her upstairs when she went to bed.  
 
   If he didn’t die, she thought, then he’d be awake in a five or six hours to go make all the baked goods for the store.  If he didn’t die, she thought, it would all happen again.  She sighed and went to the kitchen where she retrieved a pizza box of leftovers from the refrigerator and two cans of root beer that she took with her upstairs.  For a moment before she pushed open her bedroom door she thought about the few nights her and Kevin had spent together as friends in junior high and high school.  It was like those nights all over again.  Her father didn’t have a problem with him, with them, once he figured out Kevin was gay and harmless.  She pushed open the door.
 
   Kevin stood at one of her bookshelves running his finger along the tops of the books there quietly assessing her collection.  They were in alphabetical order and many of them looked half new, even a few duplicates, though almost every paperback had a broken spine.  It looked like she had every book by every pop author for the last two decades as well as just about everyone from the English canon.  He knew most of the new books were from her relatives, aunts and uncles who bought them as Christmas gifts which is how she ended up with two copies but it looked like she had started buying her own.  
 
   “That’s a lot of books,” he said.
 
   “Thanks,” she said.  “I picked a few at the last library sale and I found this thrift store over in Renton that sells books.  I think people give them books when people die.  I found this whole collection of gay and lesbian themed books last week.”
 
   “Really around here?”
 
   “Yes, gay people live around here too,” she said.
 
   “No, of course, I mean look at who you’re talking too,” he said.
 
   “I was being sarcastic,” she said.
 
   “Right,” he said.
 
   “Come over here and have some pizza,” she said.
 
   Kevin walked to the bed where she opened the box and held out a can of root beer.  He took the can and opened it, took a slice of pizza and bit off some.  He chewed slowly and put the slice down on the open lid.  He sipped from the can and got up from the bed, walked back to the books.  Heather was less polite, less reserved.  She picked up a piece and began to eat it voraciously as she opened the can of root beer with her other hand in a style much like her father.
 
   “So, Simon,” he said, “how weird is that?  I mean I thought he’d have left town or something.  Or maybe we hear about him in thirty years and he has a collection of bones in his house.  You’ve heard the rumors.”
 
   “They’re just rumors,” she said.
 
   “His father disappeared and his mother... she was suspected in the death of who knows how many old people.  People call her an Angel of Mercy behind her back.”
 
   “He seemed so shy.”
 
   “What did you make of his friend?”
 
   “Yeah, who the hell was that?  He was cute for sure, and I think a bit gay.”
 
   “You don’t know that,” she said.
 
   “Oh, I have my suspicions.  I think we were cruising each other.”
 
   “Yeah right,” she said.
 
   “It happens all the time.  It’s a look.  He had it.”
 
   “So do you think Simon is gay?”
 
   “And maybe he took up a lover after spending all that time at home with his mother?  That would be too easy.  No, Simon doesn’t seem gay.”
 
   “How the hell would you know?”
 
   “My gaydar is perfect.  He’s a bit creepy, shy maybe, and I’m sure people assume he’s gay but he’s not.”
 
   “You’re just making this up,” she said.
 
   “Maybe, but it’s true.  But who do you think this stranger is?”
 
   “He said his name is Conrad.  Maybe he’s a graduate from somewhere around here or maybe he goes to college.”
 
   “Why were they together?”
 
   “Well, maybe he’s renting a room.  He lives in that big, old house, and times are tough.”
 
   “Who would move here?”
 
   “Maybe a psycho killer,” she said.
 
   Kevin looked to her and laughed.
 
   “That’s very good, two murderers living together,” he said.
 
   “He’s not a murderer.  He just stabbed a guy,” she said.
 
   “Lucy Kleinman’s older brother, stabbed him in his own front yard.”
 
   “Do you remember that?  God, that was such big news when it happened.  He went to jail right?  He was gone for a few years.  I remember there were all these write ups about how her brother was such a good guy and Simon was from a troubled home.”
 
   “We were like eleven at the time.  I remember there was something about his father just leaving one day.  He’s a few years older than us.  He’s got to be like twenty something now, maybe like twenty-two or twenty-three.  How old do you think that guy is?  He looked about the same age or younger.”
 
   “Trying to figure out if he’s dateable?  He’s a bit young in that case.”
 
   Kevin made his way back to the bed.  He sat and picked up his piece of pizza.  He took a bite and chewed slowly, drank some pop.  
 
   “Sorry,” she said.
 
   “Don’t worry about it, it’s just, you still can’t say anything.”
 
   “You haven’t even told me his name, although I have a few ideas about who it is.”
 
   “No one can know,” he said.
 
   She picked up a second piece of pizza and he finished the rest of his piece.  She moved on to another and so did he.  They ate in silence for a long time until Kevin moaned and rubbed at his stomach.  She looked at the clock.  She had a feeling about what would happen next, about how he would get out of this, fake it, and have to leave.  Would he do it here or at home?
 
   “I feel so bloated,” he said.  “I need to go use the restroom.”
 
   He got up from the bed and she wanted to stop him.  She wanted to grab his arm, hold him there, maybe even cuddle together on the bed until he had no choice but to digest everything he had eaten.  She wanted to keep him safe but she knew it was useless so she didn’t even try.  She watched as he walked from the room, closed the door, and made his way to the bathroom.  She reclined on her bed into her collection of pillows and stuffed animals.  She could imagine him in the bathroom vomiting everything back up.  Pizza was the worst.  
 
   But she pushed the idea away and tried to think about something else.  She thought back to Simon Winters and Conrad who had come into her coffee shop.  She thought about them sitting together and the way Simon looked bothered by the whole thing, the way he sat playing with the sugar packets, his mustache and his hair that had grown too long.  He was cute in a certain way, maybe if he lost the mustache, got a haircut.  What am I doing?  He’s a pariah.  He had stabbed Josh Kleinman, she thought, even though he is one of the biggest hypocrites in town it wasn’t right.  She had read the articles no one else seemed to have read, the ones about how Josh had thrown eggs and harassed him.  It wasn’t simple, she told herself, there was something there.
 
   Her thoughts were broke up by the sound of Kevin approaching down the hallway.  He pushed open her bedroom door, a forced smile on his face.  She had seen that look before and she knew he was recovering from having vomited everything up.  Had he gotten better or did she feel complicit?  She raised a hand of protest but he was quicker.  He moved to her and gave her a hug, told her he felt better but he had to be getting back home.  She let him go and he double checked that he had everything in his pockets before he headed for the bedroom door.  She watched him leave and fell back onto her bed.  She closed her eyes and wished it away for a moment before she got up, retrieved her Tarot cards and went back to her bed where she prepared for another reading.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 07 - Explorer
 
    
 
   Days later Heather found herself still thinking about Simon, the lonesome and troubled young man dragged along to her coffee shop, another lonesome soul in this unforgiving town and she decided to close down for a few hours between lunch and dinner for her own personal errand.  She walked across town to the Winter’s estate, the mailbox and drive much like she had seen it any time she had passed by but she didn’t stop there or keep walking.  She walked up the long path to the house, a small mansion secluded by acres of land and dense woods.  The place seemed too large for a young man, his mother, and now a stranger.  
 
   She climbed the front stairs of the porch and crossed to the door where she knocked and rang the doorbell but no one responded.  She moved to a window and tried to peek inside by shielding her eyes but it was no better.  She looked to the trees and the yard that felt bigger than they had a moment before.  Her courage was waning.  She began to walk down the porch when she heard a noise at the door.  It opened but caught on a chain.
 
   “Hello,” Simon said.
 
   “Hi,” Heather responded.  She walked back down the porch to where he stood on the other side of the door with one hand on the handle nervously fidgeting with something.  Was it the lock?
 
   “My name is Heather,” she said, “you were in my coffee shop the other night with your friend.  He’s new to town.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Well, I just, my friend and I, he... I was... my friend is writing a report about the town and we were talking about how this is one of the oldest houses.  He’s kind of shy but I said I’d stop by and ask about it.”
 
   “Really?  What did you want to ask?”
 
   I’ve gotten past hello, she thought.  She rubbed her hands on her pants and then put them in her pockets.  
 
   “I was... can we talk inside?  This sun,” she said.
 
   “Sure,” Simon replied.  
 
   He opened the door and invited her inside.  She followed his direction.  And he closed the door behind her.  She looked to his hands that he clasped in front of himself and the awkward way he stood.  
 
   “Can I get a glass of water?” she asked.
 
   He squinted at her for close examination and decided that she looked harmless.  
 
   “I’ll be right back,” he said.  He walked away, down the long hall to the kitchen.
 
   Each element of the house was larger than she had expected.  Just the distance from floor to ceiling, one corner of hallway to another.  She had grown up in houses, all of her friends had lived in places similar to her own.  Some were larger but not like this.  This wasn’t just about being rich.  The place was ornate with woodwork and style.  This was space, the type of space you could find away from the city where people turned hayfields into estates.
 
   Maybe the place was part of the slave trade, she said to herself.  No, not directly, this was the North.  This is where the processing happened.  Maybe slaves came here to work but this isn’t the South.  This was the town founder’s house.  He probably came from old money, brought it with him across the ocean.  
 
   All of the furniture she could see was old, antique, and preserved better than the outside of the house.  The end table looked as if it had been polished just that morning.  That’s where she saw the squirrel and for a moment she held her breath until she realized it wasn’t moving.  It was dead.  It had been stuffed.  
 
   Taxidermy, she thought, I didn’t think anyone still did that.  Maybe they don’t, maybe it’s old just like everything else.  She smiled and stepped to the squirrel, held out her finger to touch it but wary it might move or she might break something.
 
   “Don’t touch that,” Simon commanded from beside the stairs.
 
   He had scared her.  She felt on edge just by the frustration in his voice.  She looked to the source, saw a thin figure there in the sunlight, a young man not much older than herself.  He looked frail but she knew size didn’t always coincide with strength.  She had been surprised by people like him before, no there was something else there, a willingness, a force.
 
   “You’re an explorer,” he said.
 
   “A what?”
 
   “You like to go to new places you haven’t been,” he said.
 
   “I’ve hardly been anywhere,” she replied.
 
   “But you like to go,” he said.
 
   “Maybe,” she said.
 
   His hair was combed and held in place with pomade.  He had a mustache.  Maybe he wanted to look older, she thought, but he looked creepy, not scary but creepy.
 
   “Maybe, I don’t know.  I bet this isn’t very new to you.”
 
   “I see it everyday.”
 
   “Right,” she said.  “Uh, maybe I should introduce myself.  My name is Heather.”
 
   He moved to her, stopped a foot away and held out his hand.
 
   “My name is Simon,” he said.
 
   They shook hands and he handed her the glass of water.  She took it and sipped from it, thanked him.  She wanted to find the right words, impress him, show him she was interested in more than just the local rumors and gossip.  She cleared her throat and looked back to the squirrel who sat unmoving.  There was a noise from upstairs, a creak of boards.  She thought for a moment someone would appear at the top of the steps, maybe Conrad.  
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” he said.  “It’s an old house.”
 
   “What about your friend?”
 
   “He’s out,” Simon answered.  “So your friend wanted to ask about this old house?  Maybe I can show you around and you can tell him if it’s something worth investigating.”
 
   “That would be great,” she said.  “Are you on social media?”
 
   “No,” Simon said.  “You?”
 
   “I had an account, well have an account or two, but I haven’t checked them in months.  The ones with the people I know are kind of depressing.”
 
   “Yeah,” Simon said.
 
   He showed her into the parlor but stopped just inside the room.  All around them were more stuffed animals, on the walls were collections of butterflies and moths.  Life, natural life, was frozen, preserved, for decoration.  She stepped past him to where she saw a collection of butterflies on the wall.  She tilted her head and bit at her lip as she stared at them.  
 
   “Fascinating aren’t they?”
 
   “They’re gorgeous,” she said.
 
   “It’s strange because we close our eyes and the world goes away.  We think if we die we go somewhere but we don’t.  Our bodies stay right here.  They continue to exist without us, strange remnants of the life we lived.”
 
   “Are all of these yours?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “No, most of these I inherited from a friend or collected after they had already been preserved, from estate sales and things.  Most people just have deer though and I don’t want them.  I have a few in storage but they’re kind of weird to just have standing around in a house.”
 
   “You should put them on the front lawn during Christmas,” she said.
 
   “I thought about it but no one would ever see them.”
 
   It was true.  Few people would ever see them, only if they had been dared, and even then the deer might be vandalized, at the very least ruined by the snow.  She felt bad about her own joke and decided to change the subject.
 
   “Butterflies fly thousands of miles in their lifetime,” she said.
 
   “I know.  It’s kind of a shame these ones ended up here but they could have died out there just the same and been forgotten, eaten and turned into so much dust.”
 
   “Maybe these ones were at the end of their life,” she said.
 
   “Maybe,” he replied.
 
   She looked to him as he stared at her patiently with his hands crossed behind his back like a butler.  She was suddenly worried that she wasn’t interested in the house enough, that she had let something slip but she stopped herself from thinking the irrational thoughts to a conclusion.  No one knows anything, she told herself, no one knows anything ever.  She had been distracted, it was as easy as that.
 
   “So, what else can you tell me about the house?” she asked.
 
   “Well, I only know a few things I’ve been told.  The owner was my great grandfather on my father’s side of the family, Herald Winters.  He was involved in lumber and owned a tannery but made his real money in bootlegging.  That’s how he came up with the money to build this house.”  He ushered her from the room and down the foyer, past the other rooms and to the kitchen as he spoke.  “Since he was in an illegal business and he stored a lot of product here he had secret compartments and passageways built into the place.  I know about most of them.  I’d be surprised if there was one I didn’t know about.”  
 
   He took hold of a preparation table and slid it out from the wall, stepped into the open area and grabbed hold of what looked like framing on the bottom of the wall.  He pulled at it forcefully making it pop open to expose a hidden stairway.  The landing wasn’t very big and most people would have to duck to step inside, the stairs were narrow and the steps short.  There were cobwebs around the entrance and hanging from the ceiling.  Heather stepped to look inside but she couldn’t see much without an additional light.
 
   “Pretty cool,” she said.
 
   “It leads to a hidden part of the basement.  They used to have to load and unload things here through the kitchen, mostly booze but it could have been anything else, guns, people, anything of value that was illegal or they didn’t want to pay taxes on.”
 
   “And there are more?”
 
   “A few,” he said.
 
   “Watch out,” he said and she stepped away.  He closed up the secret stairway by shoving the hatch back in place and wheeling the table in front of it.
 
   “Come on,” he said.
 
   She followed close behind him as he led her out of the house to the back porch where he stopped and crossed his arms.
 
   “Every week there would be deliveries and pick ups right here.  Cars would pull in, open up, and people would load or unload whatever they had or wanted.  A lot of cars would have their own compartments but it wasn’t to hide the booze.  No, there was too much and it was too obvious.  It was to make sure every last space in the car was being used, that’s how valuable the stuff was back then.  And this place used to be a party town.  There used to be brothels, hotels, and bars all throughout the place.”
 
   “I heard something about that but it never seemed real.”
 
   “It was real,” Simon said.  “My grandfather is buried right out there.”
 
   He pointed out into the yard towards some trees and Heather looked to the spot.  At first she thought it was some direction, a town cemetery located on the other side but then remembered many people had been buried on their own farmlands long ago.  She adjusted her thought, adjusted her sight and she could make them out there, several gray slabs that signified not just one man but a family was buried there.
 
   The past was there, or at least some remnants of the past.  She put her hands in her pockets and shifted her feet on the wooden porch that let out a moan.  The past was here, she thought, under her feet, over her head.  She had walked through it.  The man who had owned the house was a criminal, was buried out there along with his family.  
 
   Had he ever been caught and did he bribe the police?  Were they all criminals?  Could her town have been that corrupt?  How does that happen?  How does one path get picked over the others?  Were any of them really options?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 08 - Happiness
 
    
 
   Happiness was a rare feeling for Simon so when it happened he tried to maintain a certain amount of calm, downplay his true feelings, and never smile, but for once he had something good to say as he sat on the back porch with Conrad drinking beer.
 
   “Do you remember that girl from the coffee shop, the one who worked there?”
 
   “Yeah sure.  Why?”
 
   “Her name was Heather.  She stopped by today and we talked for a while.  She said her friend was interested in researching the house because it was so old.”
 
   “Did she say who the friend was?”
 
   “No, not really,” Simon said.  “Why?”
 
   “Well, I hope it’s her cute friend who was with her at the coffee shop.  You should introduce us, if it is him.”
 
   “You don’t even know if he’s gay.”
 
   “Oh, he’s gay,” Conrad replied.  “And if he’s not I can make him.”
 
   Simon groaned at the implication, especially as it triggered his own memory of the night Conrad and him had their own misunderstanding.  They had been sleeping in the same room for several nights at that point.  Simon had learned to mostly ignore the sounds coming from his roommate’s bed before they fell asleep and in the early morning but for some reason on that night it couldn’t be ignored.
 
   “Would you stop that?” Simon asked him.
 
   “Fuck off,” Conrad said.
 
   “You fuck off,” Simon replied.
 
   “I’ll fuck off all I want.”
 
   “You’re sick.  I’m going to report you tomorrow to the counselors and the guards,” Simon said before rolling away onto his side.
 
   That was his first mistake.  His second was not rolling back over when he heard Conrad pull off his bed covers.  His third was not trying to get away as he heard him cross the few feet between their beds.  He felt a fist come down on his side and he tried to push back but the covers were stuck letting Conrad hit him several more times until he could work himself free, but the covers had almost protected him and as he pulled free Conrad continued to swing, blow upon blow like he was swinging a hammer.  Simon managed to get his head away and his feet back towards Conrad where he kicked him and sent him back across the room and into the other bed.  Simon got to his feet and readied himself.  Conrad charged at him from the floor and rammed him with his shoulder making them fall against Simon’s bed.  
 
   Simon swung and Conrad swung back.  They pushed and kicked at each other but the most effective was when they got to their knees and began to wail on each other.  Both of them expected to be interrupted from the sounds they had made but no guards came.  They continued to swing until their arms got tired and they fell against each other weak from the fight.  Finally they pushed away from each other so that they landed on their butts and stared back to see the other was too tired to fight.
 
   “Are you still going to tell on me?” Conrad asked.
 
   “No, just go back to sleep,” Simon said.
 
   The next morning they both awoke feeling sore and looking bruised but they managed to conceal their pain from the guards and counselors throughout the day.  It was a strange feeling but each began to think of the other with more respect until that night when they shook hands and called a truce.  Conrad attempted to be quieter and sometimes Simon ignored the sounds but they never challenged each other again.  They had learned something about the other person that night.
 
   “So you like this chick?” Conrad asked.
 
   “I like her,” Simon said.
 
   “And if it’s her friend from the coffee shop you’re going to introduce us right?”
 
   “Maybe,” Simon said.
 
   “No, definitely,” Conrad said.
 
   “Fine,” Simon replied.
 
   “I went to the library, like you said it’s pretty nice, quiet.  I definitely felt like an outsider though, no one knew who I was and they kept staring at me.  I felt like that wherever I went.  I got lunch at some place nearby.  It was cheap but not very good.  Hey, maybe I should go see Heather.”
 
   “Maybe her friend will be around,” Simon said before finishing his beer.
 
   “I’d love to jump into bed with him.  I’d teach him a few things.  I bet he’s a virgin.”
 
   “Probably,” Simon replied.
 
   “Not much gay dick around here I’m guessing.  Probably too dangerous to cruise a guy, might get your head bashed in if he figures it out.  I’m so fucking horny.  I need something to do, someone to do.”
 
   Simon picked up another beer, used the opener and tossed it back on the table between them.  He took a deep drink from the bottle.  Part of him worried that Conrad might try something but then he remembered that night when they beat on each other.  No, he told himself, he wouldn’t try it again, besides I’m ready for him.  
 
   “I’d go to a bar around here but they’re probably all for locals.  Aren’t they?”
 
   Simon nodded.
 
   “I thought so.  Although drinking in a bar never did it for me.  Do you know anyone around here looking to score?”
 
   Simon shook his head.  Drugs?  Was he talking about drugs?  Did he have them or wanted to get some?
 
   “There’s got to be people around here looking to score.  Do you have any friends around here?”
 
   Simon shook his head before he drank some more.
 
   “I thought so.”
 
   “That’s what happens when you stab someone everyone likes and they don’t like you.  No one wants to talk with you afterwards.  I mean I can go to stores and things but friends... no one wants to be friends.”
 
   “You should come to the city.  No one cares down there.  No one knows anything about anyone else.  My friend Marcus and his friends have stabbed all kinds of people.  Probably didn’t kill very many of them but it’s like, I don’t know, it doesn’t matter.  In fact it’s kind of a badge or something.  They’d like you, you’re stone cold.  Remember that kid from English class.  You took it to him pretty good.”
 
   Simon looked to Conrad who sat with a smile on his face but kind of oblivious, partially drunk, maybe high.  He watched as Conrad scratched at himself, rubbed at his crotch, and drank some more.  He thought about the boy in class.  He hated those memories.  He wanted them to go away.  He wished it had never happened.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it,” Simon said.
 
   “What?” Conrad asked.  “Oh, right, yeah, it’s all good.”
 
   “I mean it.  Don’t tell anyone about my past.  Don’t tell anyone about my life.  It’s over and I don’t want to think about it anymore.”
 
   They looked each other in the eye and for a moment Simon thought he saw some moment of recognition and awareness.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Conrad said.  “Still cool?”
 
   Conrad held up his bottle and Simon smiled as he clinked his own bottle to Conrad’s bottle before they both drank deeply.  They didn’t talk much after that.  They finished the six-pack and Simon made his way up to his bedroom where he closed the door behind himself and stuck a wedge in the bottom to secure it.  
 
   Between his mother and Conrad he had some fear that either of them might try something in the middle of the night.  His mother didn’t like drinking and he worried she might attack him, try to discipline him.  It had been years since she corrected him last and he had told himself then that it would be the last time.  She could be severe but he promised himself he would take it a step further.  If she hit him then he would hit her back.  If she got a knife... no, he didn’t like to think about it.  
 
   Conrad was no better.  He felt sorry enough to let him sleep in the house but he was wary of the young man’s intent.  He didn’t think Conrad would try to rape him, or even attack him, but rob him, steal anything of value, yes, that was a definite possibility.  
 
   Simon fell face first down on his bed.  His head didn’t even make it to the pillow.  He liked the feeling of the cool surface against his partially numb face.  He moved it from side to side until there was no more sensation left to feel.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 09 - Our Brother’s Keeper
 
    
 
   Against his better judgement Conrad stepped into the Atherton Hotel and Bar with his hands in his pockets and his shoulders tense.  He hated local bars in small towns and he especially hated the people there.  He had once tried to leave these people behind him.  They were judgmental, prejudice, homophobic, and rude.  But he wanted to make a quick dollar because he wasn’t sure if Marcus would come through with more money and he didn’t, couldn’t, get a job anywhere around there, not even hustle a john and roll him for a few bucks.
 
   The place was small, mostly empty.  He spotted the bartender at the end talking to one of the customers as they stared at a phone.  There were two old men at either sides of the bar who looked more like fixtures than people, each of them nursed a beer.  One played the game on a video screen and the other stared up at the television.  Conrad made his way to the middle where he sat on a stool and looked to the bartender who made her way to him.  She was old but had an endearing smile.  She asked him for identification which he provided and she returned to him after checking it.
 
   “What’ll you have?” she asked.
 
   He looked up at the shelf of liquor, then to the beer taps.  He decided he would go slow because he needed to keep his wits about him.  He ordered a beer and a whiskey.
 
   “That’ll be four-fifty,” she said.
 
   He reached into his pocket and took out his money clip where he kept a few ones, a few fives, and a ten dollar bill.  He pulled out a five because he wanted to give her a tip.  She readied the drinks easily and set them before him.  He set the five in the bar and told her to keep the change.
 
   “Thanks,” she said before walking away back to her friend.
 
   He followed her with his eyes for a moment out of habit and curiosity before realizing it could be perceived as being rude and get him in trouble so he looked away to the bottles and then to the television.  He downed the whiskey without looking and set the glass back down.  There was a familiar burn and a feeling in his brain as if a button had been pushed causing mechanisms to begin to work.  
 
   After that it was slow.  He nursed the beer for close to an hour and was about to leave when he spotted someone coming in from the back door, a young man in a sleeveless shirt, jeans, and work boots.  His hair was freshly cut, nearly to the skin around the sides and back with a little on top.  He looked to be ex-army or some kind of armed services.  Rough trade, Conrad thought and smirked at his own joke.  He watched as the young man moved to the bartender, hugged her, and then they both looked to the clock.
 
   “You’re running late,” she said.
 
   “Don’t worry mom it’s only five minutes,” he replied.
 
   “Well, I’m supposed to take Bonnie here to the mall and I have to pick up dinner tonight for your father and me.  Am I babysitting tonight?”
 
   “Yeah, Rachel said she got an extra shift,” he answered.
 
   “See, I have things to do.  Now I have to get some extra food for the kids.”
 
   The young man reached into his pocket and pulled out wrinkled bills, counted out ten dollars and handed it to his mother.  He hugged her again and then she signaled to her friend and they were gone.  Conrad looked to the young man, his biceps, and then looked away back to the television.  He was surprised when the young man called out to the old men as he walked down to the taps.  He got them each another drink before he came back to the middle of the bar where he leaned back against the display area and crossed his arms.
 
   “Have I seen you around here before?” he asked.
 
   Conrad looked to him and felt his body tense.  He tried to think through every possible scenario.
 
   “Are you somebody’s brother?  I feel like I should know you.”
 
   Conrad shook his head.  He was tempted to say he was someone’s brother but for all he knew that person could walk through the door and refute the whole story.  No, he thought something close to the truth would be better.
 
   “I’m new here, visiting actually, my cousin Simon.”
 
   “Simon?”
 
   “Winters,” Conrad said.
 
   “Oh, oh right, yeah, okay, well, I’m DJ.”
 
   DJ held out his hand and Conrad shook it.
 
   “Another drink?”
 
   “Sure, another beer,” Conrad said before reaching into his pocket.
 
   DJ took his glass and got him another beer, set it down on bar in near the same spot.  
 
   “That’ll be a dollar fifty,” he said.
 
   Conrad pulled out two dollar bills and handed them over and told him to keep the change.  DJ was a little more enthusiastic as he took the money, more amused than pleased but still more enthusiastic.  Conrad looked to him, watched as he turned away, not only the sleeves were gone but the side of the shirt as well allowing him to see the young man’s ribs, flat stomach, and even part of his pectoral muscle.  He felt himself getting erect just at the sight and shifted his knee to try and hide it even though no one was looking, no one could see.
 
   “So uh, are you staying long?” DJ asked.
 
   Conrad was surprised by the follow up question, a question of interest.  He looked to DJ and opened his mouth to answer when a phone began to ring.  It was DJ’s phone.  He took it out of his pocket and answered it.
 
   “Hello, yeah I’m here.  No, it’s pretty slow, stop on by.  Yeah, that’ll work.  Just come in and have a drink.  Okay, talk to you later.”
 
   Conrad thought over what he heard.  Did he just hear about some kind of rendezvous?  Was it drug related?  He squinted and looked over the young man as he returned his phone to his pocket.  He looked like a soldier but these days that meant he could either really be into drugs or really against them.  
 
   “Sorry about that.  So, are you staying very long?”
 
   “I’m not sure actually.  I’m sorting a few things out.  Maybe going on a road trip.”
 
   “That’s cool, not much to see around here.  The place is pretty dead, not many jobs.  You really have to hustle for a dollar.”
 
   “That’s good to know,” Conrad replied.  
 
   DJ shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “Well, I have to check on a few things but let me know if you need anything.”
 
   One of the old men coughed and Conrad looked to him but the man didn’t mean anything by it and instead lit up a cigarette.  He hadn’t seen anyone smoke in a bar.
 
   “Can you smoke in here?” Conrad asked.
 
   The old man looked down to him.
 
   “Still legal as long as the place doesn’t sell any food,” he said.
 
   “Really?”
 
   For a moment he thought about getting a pack of cigarettes and coming back but it felt too desperate, too complicated.  He would hate the feeling of returning with cigarettes just to smoke, besides he had a fresh beer and he was feeling pretty weighed down to the stool.  He sipped at his beer and decided to take it easy if only for the teasing sight of DJ’s shirt.
 
   It was only another half hour when he finished his second beer and was about to ask for another when someone else walked in the back door.  He was young too but chubby with long, unkempt hair and a stained shirt.  He almost waddled.  Conrad felt like laughing at him until he saw the new young man go to DJ and they shook hands before walking to the back of the bar.  They were making an exchange of some kind.  Maybe there is something more here after all, Conrad thought.  But he looked away back to the television.  He listened as the new young man didn’t stay long and was gone, whatever they had exchanged was quick and easy.
 
   After that it wasn’t long before DJ went to his car to retrieve a bag that he set under the bar, then slowly over the next few hours patrons came in, had a drink or two, over paid, and he slipped them an envelope as casually as he could.  
 
   It was several hours, and several beers later, after the sun had set that Conrad decided the time was now.  He needed to be bold and take a risk.  He got to his feet, unexpectedly felt a little off balance and steadied himself against the bar before he pushed away and headed to the men’s room.  Inside he pissed at the urinal, washed his hands, made sure they were very dry with the paper towels sitting on the shelf, and went to the stall where he closed the door and took the bottle out of his pocket.  He took off the lid, carefully took out the cotton, and slid one pill into his hand.  He put the cotton back, closed the bottle, stuck it back in his pocket, and exited the men’s room.  The bar was exactly as he had left it and he made his way to his stool.  He signaled for DJ who came down and stood in front of him.
 
   “Last one?”
 
   Conrad nodded.
 
   “And can I bum a smoke?”
 
   DJ shrugged and pulled his pack of cigarettes out of his pocket.  He set them down on the counter, picked up the glass and went to get another, last beer.  Conrad looked around the bar but no one was looking his direction.  He took out a cigarette and slipped the pill into the pack, all the way to the bottom.
 
   When DJ returned Conrad motioned for him to lean in close.  Conrad stood a little and leaned over the bar as well until he was next to DJ’s ear.  
 
   “I put a tip at the bottom of your pack,” he whispered.
 
   DJ pulled away, smiled at him, then picked up the pack of cigarettes.  He looked puzzled at first, trying to imagine what kind of tip would be small enough to fit inside a pack of cigarettes.  He thought it might be a joint.  He looked over the butts of the cigarettes and didn’t see anything unusual.  He made his way to the end of the bar where he was alone and fidgeted with the pack until the pill came out in his hand.  Conrad watched as he looked it over, looked back to Conrad, and then got up and started walking in his direction.  Conrad braced himself as he thought for a moment DJ was about to attack him, grab him and throw him out, but instead he stepped behind him and leaned in close to his ear.
 
   “Do you have anymore?” he whispered.
 
   They both looked to the pool tables where the other patrons were playing.
 
   “Can we talk somewhere?”
 
   “Let’s take a smoke break,” DJ said.
 
   Conrad got up from his stool and DJ steadied him before they walked back through the bar and out into the parking lot.  They looked around and DJ pulled him gently to the alleyway and into darkness.  
 
   “How many do you have?”
 
   “I’ve got twenty-four more,” Conrad answered.
 
   “How much do you want for them?”
 
   Conrad sighed.  He knew he wouldn’t get city street price for them.
 
   “Ten,” Conrad replied.
 
   “You’re not going to get ten.  I can do seven.  I know a guy.  But you have to give me two dollars a pill for setting it up.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Tonight,” DJ replied.  “You give me the pills and I’ll call him.  He comes down with the money.  I count it out and give you a hundred bucks.”
 
   “So we’re counting the one I slipped you?”
 
   “Yeah,” DJ said.
 
   “Okay, but I keep the pills.  I’ll meet him in his car.  He gives me the cash and I settle with you right after.”
 
   “How about after I close the place we both meet him in the bar and split the cash right there?”
 
   “Better yet,” Conrad said.
 
   “Good, now eat something to sober up.  Here’s your pill back.  They’re not my thing and I can’t be holding just one.”
 
   Conrad took the pill and waited for a moment until DJ walked back into the bar.  He looked around to make sure no one was watching, slipped the pill back into the container, pocketed it, and congratulated himself for having the courage to do it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10 - In the Name of the Father
 
    
 
   “I did it,” Heather said aloud expecting it would be picked up by her phone on the counter as she stood at her kitchen sink washing dishes.
 
   “Did what?” Kevin asked.  His voice crackled because the speaker volume was so loud.
 
   “I went to go see Simon Winters yesterday at his home.  He’s actually a nice guy.  We talked for a while and he told me about his house.  He said it was built back in the bootlegging days from illegal money.”
 
   “Prohibition?  Really?”
 
   “Yeah, pretty cool huh,” she answered.  “Anyway, I told him I knew someone who was doing a history project and that’s why he started telling me all this stuff.  And the house had this secret compartment.  He said there were more.”
 
   “Sounds interesting but I’m not sure if it’s right for me,” Kevin said.
 
   “Come on you have to do it,” she said.  “I mean can you imagine actual gangsters lived here in this town.  This place used to have a whole past.  My grandfather told me about how there used to be whore houses on Main Street.  He said there was a bird cage, or maybe some place called that, and that even gay guys were around.  Of course they weren’t called gay, just guys who had sex with other guys but still it wasn’t like what it became with all of the bigotry.  They just didn’t talk about it.”
 
   Heather pulled the last dish from the water, rinsed it off, and stuck it amongst the others in the rack to dry.  She brushed at her head with her wrist before picking up a nearby towel to dry her hands.  She looked into the living room where her father sat drinking beer and watching television.
 
   “Are you still there?” Kevin asked.
 
   “Yeah, hold on, I’m going to switch you over to regular.  Hey, do you want to play a game online?”
 
   “Sure,” Kevin replied.
 
   She picked up her phone and switched it from speaker to normal and stuck it to her ear before making her way through the house and to her room where she closed her bedroom door.  She turned on her television and lowered the volume to be barely audible.  She picked up her computer.
 
   “I’m almost there,” she said.
 
   “I sent the invite,” he said.
 
   She opened a browser window and went to find the game.  She was focused on the screen when she heard a thud, the closing of the main house door, and seconds later the starting of a car.  She got up from her bed and walked to her window where she saw the family car, her family car, reverse out of the driveway and begin to drive down the street.  She thought about her father and worried he wasn’t in a good condition to drive.
 
   “What is it?” Kevin asked.
 
   “My father of course,” she said, “he’s taken the car.  I don’t know where he’s going, maybe the bar.  I hate when he’s been drinking and he drives.  God only knows how much he’s spending.  It’s been such a long, hard road with him.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I just, sometimes...”
 
   “Do you want me to come over?”
 
   “That’s sweet but no,” she said.  She moved back to her bed and sat.  She picked up her computer and put it on her lap, found the game, and started it.  Kevin made the first word.  She looked over her letters and fell into silence.
 
   They played for several hours until Kevin said that he had to finish his homework and she agreed that she had to be up for work early in the morning.  She ended the call and closed her computer, set both on stand next to her bed and relaxed against her pillows, closed her eyes.  
 
   She wished her father was dead.  At least then it would be easier, she thought.
 
    
 
   ***********
 
    
 
   Heather slept for six and a half hours before she woke to her alarm.  She went about her routine of showering and getting ready for work before she went to the living room and her heart sunk when she saw the recliner was empty.  She looked through the rest of the house but her father wasn’t in the kitchen, his bedroom, or the bathroom.  She felt a pain in her chest and held her breath for a moment before forcing herself to breathe.  He had to be out there somewhere, she thought, maybe he fell asleep while baking for the coffee shop.  The coffee shop, she thought, hopefully it isn’t burned to the ground, hopefully no one else got injured.  
 
   She collected her things like normal and went out to the driveway but the car was still gone.  It was a short walk to the shop, she told herself.  She started to walk.  She stopped.  She took out her phone and searched through the address book until she found Kevin but then she looked at the time.  It was too early.  She closed it, locked the phone and stuck it back in her pocket.  She continued to walk.
 
   It was a familiar path, down familiar streets, though normally she would be driving so it looked a little different, a little slower.  She looked around everywhere for signs of her father or the car.  Every time she turned a corner she expected to see the car there crashed into a telephone pole or someone else’s car.  When she got to the coffee shop she saw everything was okay on Main Street so she unlocked the front door and went inside directly to the kitchen but he wasn’t there.  She felt like something returned to her.  He wasn’t there.  She turned on the lights.  But nothing had been made either.
 
   At least he’s still out there, she thought, somewhere.  She spotted a small bag of garbage, picked it up, and carried it out the back door.  The back door always stuck a little and she had to push against it pretty hard to get it to open.  She was still angry and she hit the door with a force that surprised herself.  The sun blinded her eyes and she shielded them with her hand as she stepped outside only to be stopped by the sight of her car, the family car, crashed into the corner of the building.  
 
   Her father wasn’t inside.  The front end was pushed in at nearly an even divide, the front bumper was cracked in half but the windshield and driver side window was intact.  He couldn’t have been going very fast, she thought, maybe fifteen miles per hour.  He probably left the bar, or wherever he went, drunk and came here to bake.  He was pulling into the parking area and bam.  She stepped to the window.  The car was off, the doors locked, keys missing.  There was no sign of blood.  Had the police found him?  Probably, she told herself.  She thought about the legal problems, the news story, and the business.  It all felt so vulnerable.  She took the trash to the dumpster and put it inside before she went back into the coffee shop where she closed the back door and found herself a cup of old coffee.  She microwaved it, poured in some milk, and went out to the main area where she turned the sign to ‘closed’ and locked the front door.  She went to her favorite table and sat.  
 
   A few people came by but when they saw the sign on the door, or tried to pull it open and it didn’t work, they walked away without much of a struggle.  She sat like that for an hour as she thought over everything that could happen.  There was some consolation in knowing that she ran the place and that people knew her and that he hadn’t killed anyone.  A DWI in this town wasn’t a big offense.  It was too common, too easy, but then she thought of her father who probably had it coming.  He was a danger to people and a danger to himself.  Would he end up in jail?  No, probably just a fine and have his license taken away for sixty days, and he’d have to stay sober, go through drug tests.  She didn’t like the idea of living with him as he cleaned up.  But in the meantime, she told herself, there was a business to run.  She retrieved a tablet and pen from behind the counter and made a list.  She would have to start cooking with him even temporarily in jail.
 
   She decided she’d change the menu for at least a day or two, make simple things so she didn’t have to bake and work all through the day, eventually she decided she could just be open for breakfast and lunch if she had to do it.  She also decided breakfast would be over by the time she would get her act together so she had to get ready for lunch.  She took a deep breath and felt renewed, like she had a plan.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11 - Saturday Helper
 
    
 
   Saturday morning, Kevin walked to Thad’s photography studio located on Main Street.  He was dressed in a pair of slacks, button down shirt with tie, and sweater, but he wore sneakers.  Thad hadn’t told him what he needed help with but he wanted to look professional.  He imagined it would be a lot of getting babies to look in specific directions, maybe a couple family portraits.  He pulled open the front door and stepped inside to find a teenage boy, obviously younger than himself, sitting patiently in the waiting area but there was no one at reception.  There never was, Thad said he couldn’t afford to hire someone, and that’s when he made the obvious connection.  He looked to the door that led into the photography area, held up his finger to the young man, and walked to the counter where he saw a sheet with a list of names and times.
 
   “Are you Bryan?” Kevin asked.
 
   “Yes, I’m early.”
 
   “No problem, I think I’m late.  Just let me check with the photographer.”
 
   The photographer?  God, he was overdoing it to sound professional, especially in this town, he thought.  Kevin put the list back on the counter and opened the door, looked back to Bryan who winced with anxiety, and left him there.  There was a small hallway, a door for the printing room, another for supplies, which he passed until he was in the actual studio area, a large space that had been converted from a general store.  In the middle of the room there was all of the equipment needed for portraits and Thad in the middle of it, slightly panicked.
 
   “Oh good you’re here,” Thad said.
 
   “Yeah,” Kevin said before stepping closer.
 
   “There’s someone out in the waiting area, they’re early.  Could you deal with it?”
 
   “No problem, I’ll tell them ten minutes.”
 
   “Perfect,” Thad said.
 
   Kevin watched for a moment as the normally calm man double checked everything before turning away and walking back to the waiting area but this time through the door to the receptionist area where he turned on a light.  The small area was suddenly illuminated but it only made it look sadder as there was little there, shelves and surfaces were empty.  He grimaced at the sight before looking out to Bryan who looked back at him expectantly.  
 
   A year or two younger, with glasses and acne, Bryan could have been his friend in high school.  If Bryan had been in the theater department, he thought, even then he probably would have worked on the set.  He probably wouldn’t have believed in himself enough to try for a part.  Even now, as he sat there staring back there was an air or desperation about him, an uncomfortable presence.  Gay or straight?  Kevin thought he would be straight and slightly homophobic because everyone, even relatives, assumes he’s gay because he talks more about computers than girls.  Kevin suppressed a laugh at his own joke and cleared his throat.
 
   “The photographer will be ten more minutes.  I guess you’re early after all.  He has to let the lights warm up.”  Was that a thing?  He shrugged his shoulders, it had to be something he overheard Thad say sometime.  “I might be able to find something for you to read if you’re bored.”
 
   “No, that’s okay,” Bryan said before pulling his phone from his pocket.
 
   Kevin looked away to the chair and the desk.  He could tell easily that the chair would need to be adjusted if he wanted to use the desk.  He shook his head.  There were intentions.  And disappointments.  He turned the chair, dusted it with his hand, and sat.  He looked up at the backside of the counter and he could barely see Bryan’s eyes on the other side.  He groaned and stood, looked down to the chair, to Bryan who was preoccupied with his phone, to the list, the phone, and back to the chair.  
 
   “This is going to be a long day,” he said.
 
    
 
   ********
 
    
 
   “So how was it?  Senior class pictures can be a bit of a drag but it’s good money.  I bet you’re feeling like I owe you more than a piece of pizza and twenty bucks.”
 
   The sweater in his lap, Kevin looked back to Thad who was putting away the equipment and sighed.  His instinct was to say something sarcastic but he stopped himself.  It had been a long day but strangely rewarding.  For once he looked at the people younger than himself, the high school students, as something outside of himself, something he could no longer identify with because he didn’t worry about the same things, have the same desires or expectations.  They worried about how they looked and that this image would be so meaningful, a measure of their life.
 
   He didn’t have those worries, not exactly.  He had been through a year of college, had an internship, was saving money, and there was Thad.  He was working with these high school students as a photographer’s assistant, maybe if he did it a few more times, asked some questions it could be something he put on his resume.  But there was something else, their secret.  They were lovers of a sort, a couple.  Were they a couple, he asked himself.  No, there was no commitment there, just limited options.  
 
   “It’s not like I had anything better to do,” Kevin said.
 
   Thad looked to him.
 
   “No that’s not how I meant it.  I’m sorry, it’s just kind of weird being your assistant.  You know, working for you.  And they’re all from my high school.  Some of them probably know who I am even if I don’t know who they are.”
 
   “You’re that famous?”
 
   “Well, when you beat the hell out of three football players in a locker room... but, I’m not one to brag.”
 
   “Three?”
 
   “It’s a long story,” Kevin said.
 
   “You’ll have to tell me someday,” Thad said.  “Sorry if it was boring but thanks for helping me.  I had quite the night and I was running late this morning.”
 
   “No problem,” Kevin said.  “I was guessing who was gay and straight all day.”
 
   “I used to play that game.”
 
   “So why were you late anyway?”
 
   “Oh, uh, no big deal, just my ex-boyfriend called me last night.  His father died and it was kind of a surprise.  No one really expected it.  We just got to talking.”
 
   Kevin felt his stomach sinking as Thad talked.  He wasn’t sure if he regretted asking Thad the question or if he should dismiss somehow, forget about it.
 
   “It’s kind of crazy when you get to talking with someone and you realize it’s been years.  I hadn’t really thought about it for some time.  I mean it’s like I enjoyed everything about getting older but then someone dies, an ex calls, and it’s like bam, this is life.  But, anyway, it’s not something to really talk about right now.  Where do you want to eat?  Or do you want to go back to my place?”
 
   “Let’s go back to your place,” Kevin said.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah sure,” Kevin said.
 
   Together they closed the studio and walked out the side exit, down the alley to the parking lot where they got into Thad’s car.  Kevin looked around but there was no one to see him, to see them.  He had been known as the town queer since high school and his very public outing but for Thad a reputation could be ruined.  Would those high school guys feel comfortable with a gay photographer?  Would their parents?  It’s not like he was in the closet but there were no rainbow flags, no visibility.
 
   They drove to Thad’s home, a Victorian style house that looked too big for one man, too expensive.  Anywhere else, Kevin told himself, but this town is going down the tubes and property value with it.  He probably got it for a steal, he thought every time he saw it.  He pushed open his car door and looked back to Thad who seemed to have everything he needed in his hands.  He followed the man up the stairs and to the front door.  Thad stopped to check the mail.  Kevin looked back at the other houses, up and down the street.  He saw some children in the distance riding bicycles, trying to live out the last hours of the summer break when the sun always seemed to linger just on the horizon.  He heard Thad put the key in the door and it snapped him back to the moment, to Thad who smiled back.
 
   “Come on inside,” Thad said.
 
   Kevin followed after him into the house where he instantly felt at ease.  He half expected a dog to be there but Thad told him before that he had too many dogs in his life already and he wasn’t going to get another one until he was an old man.  The home was comfortable, lived in.  He smelled vanilla and something else.  Thad walked around the house and turned on the lights to the living room, the hallway, and the kitchen.  He looked through his mail, set it on the counter, and opened the refrigerator door.  
 
   “I think we should order in.”
 
   “There’s only one place that delivers,” Kevin said.  He walked to the kitchen and stopped on the other side of the refrigerator door.
 
   “You don’t like their food?”
 
   “It’s fine.  It just sucks that there’s only one place.”
 
   “God, I used to order from like five different places when I lived in the city.  Thai, Japanese, and real Italian food, my favorite was Japanese.”
 
   “Well here we’re going to have to settle for pizza,” Kevin said.
 
   They looked each other in the eye, both of them were tired but they wanted something else.  They didn’t want to eat.  Thad closed the refrigerator door.  He moved to Kevin and took hold of his belt with one hand, the other went to Kevin’s face.  They kissed, deeply and passionately.  They pulled at each other’s clothing and dropped it to the floor.  Kevin began to step back and pull Thad with him.  They broke from their kiss.
 
   “What about the food?”
 
   “Forget the food,” Kevin said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12 - Making Friends
 
    
 
   Simon felt like he was on a mission as he walked into town with his satchel bag over his shoulder.  He wore dark brown dress pants, a yellow button down shirt, black tie, a sweater vest, and black dress shoes.  It was a long walk in such formal attire but he wanted to look his best.  He had read about Heather’s father in the local newspaper the night before as he sat in the parlor surrounded by all of the butterflies and stuffed animals she had found so fascinating.  He decided then that she needed a gift.
 
   His head down he was careful of where he walked but also aware of anyone else that might be around even though the streets were mostly empty.  He passed the familiar buildings, walked along the sidewalk, store front after store front until he reached the coffee shop.  He smiled at the memory of Conrad dragging him there only a few nights before and how he hated the idea, didn’t want to go inside.  He had seen Heather there behind the counter and he thought she was attractive but he tried to keep her from his mind, tried to lock her out so that she was just another form, another talking object, someone he could interact with but didn’t have to feel anything for.  It almost worked until she showed up at his doorstep.
 
   He stepped to the door and took hold of the handle but stopped himself when he saw Conrad inside talking with her at a booth.  Conrad had no interest in her.  He was only interested in that other boy.  It was probably harmless, he told himself, but then he thought about his past, their past and how Conrad liked to talk.  What story was he telling her?  He tightened his grip.  He wanted to put an end to it but he also wanted to run away, leave it all behind.  
 
   That’s when she looked up to him and waved him inside.  Conrad turned in his seat and waved as well.  He let out a sigh before pulling open the door and going inside where he walked to them, put his hands in his pockets.  Conrad slid over and patted the seat next to him playfully.  Simon shook his head with disgust before he sat and attempted to make himself comfortable with the bag at his side.  
 
   “We were just talking about you,” Heather said.
 
   “Yeah, I was just saying that despite being cousins we haven’t seen each other in years.”
 
   Simon looked to Heather who smiled back at him.  He wanted to stop it.  He wanted to tell her the truth but he decided it could wait.  He nodded instead, pulled his hands from his pockets and rested his elbows on the table.
 
   “Heather told me about her friend Kevin who was doing a report about the town.  We agreed that your house would be a good subject.  Her friend Kevin is the one from the other day that was in here.  She thought he might like to walk out to your place and take a look.  What do you think?”
 
   “Really?  Well, uh, yeah, I mean I guess.  We could look around a little.  Mother is out to church today for Sunday Mass.  She usually stays out most of the day.”
 
   “Great,” Conrad said.  “Why don’t you give Kevin a call and we can all go out to Simon’s place?”
 
   Heather picked up her phone and dialed Kevin.  When he answered she pressed the phone to her ear and got up from the table.  She started to walk back towards the kitchen door.  “Hey Kevin, it’s Heather.  I was just talking to Simon and he said if you’re interested that we could go out to his place.”  She pushed open the door and kept walking until the door swung back and closed giving her some privacy.
 
   Conrad looked to Simon before reaching out his arm and wrapping it over Simon’s shoulders making him moan from the contact.  Simon looked down to his hands then to Conrad who grinned at him.
 
   “So what are you doing here?”
 
   “I just came for some coffee,” Simon said.
 
   “Liar, you came here for her.”
 
   “Keep your voice down,” Simon whispered.
 
   “She’s nice.”
 
   “How long were you talking to her?”
 
   “Long enough, just relax.”
 
   Heather pushed the kitchen door open and walked to them at the booth.
 
   “He said he can pick us up in his car.  He said he’s been running errands all day.  He’ll be here in a few minutes.  I’m going to close up.”
 
   Heather walked to the door where she turned around the sign then went over to an old couple, the only other people in there and told them she was closing early.  They smiled and finished their coffee before leaving.  She picked up their dishes and carried them back into the kitchen.
 
   “What do you think is going to happen?” Simon asked.
 
   Conrad pulled on him by the shoulder trying to force some camaraderie between them but Simon remained stiff and fixated.
 
   “I think we’re going to make some new friends,” Conrad answered.
 
   Conrad noticed the dishes on their table and signaled for Simon to get up.  He picked up his cup and Heathers and carried them to the kitchen.  Simon followed.  They stepped inside to find her spraying off the dishes by the sink.  Conrad took the dishes to her and set them down.  She thanked him and washed them off.  Simon put his hands back in his pockets and looked around.  The place was surprisingly clean and modern looking.  He had expected the place to look at least a little run down.  
 
   “Come on guys,” she said before leading them out of the kitchen, out of the shop.  She turned out the lights, locked the door behind them.
 
   “Aren’t you worried about someone breaking in?  Don’t you want to take the money out of the cash register?” Conrad asked.
 
   “Normally but this is Sunday.  There weren’t many people.  If I leave it until tomorrow then I’ll have change to start the day.”
 
   She looked up and down the street, pointed out into the distance and said she spotted Kevin’s car.  Almost every parking spot in front of the store was empty so she decided they should wait.  Conrad looked with anticipation.  He wanted to confirm how gay he was just by the car he drove.  There wasn’t any traffic behind him so Kevin stopped in the street and unlocked all of the doors with a touch of a button.  Heather started to go for the passenger seat but when she saw Simon looking away she invited Conrad to sit there and moved to the back door where she ushered Simon inside from the sidewalk.  He got in and slid across the backseat.  She followed and sat beside him.  They all buckled up and Kevin began to drive.  He knew the way to the Winter’s Estate.
 
   No one talked until they reached the house when Simon told Kevin where to park.  They got out of the car at nearly the same time.  Heather and Kevin looked around with delight while Conrad studied them and Simon made his way to the front door.  He unlocked it and invited them inside.  It was all too familiar for him.
 
   Once they were all inside Simon invited them into the parlor where they sat and he explained to them a brief history of the house.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13 - Escape Plan
 
    
 
   After Simon had explained to them about the house they separated almost naturally.  Simon and Heather went out to the back porch where she could smoke.  She went to the stairs and sat.  At first Simon was confused as he had wanted to invite her to sit on the chairs there but quickly moved to sit a few feet away from her.  She let out a sigh and pulled her knees to her chest.  She was exhausted, drained.  He looked to her and he knew he wanted to say something.
 
   More than that he wanted to fix everything for her.  He wanted to save her.  But it felt like they had so little to talk about because he hadn’t been to the movies in years, a little television here and there, but mostly he read books and magazine articles, usually at the library where he studied things, other people, as well.  He thought of one topic but stopped himself because it might be rude so he tried to think of something else but when he couldn’t he decided to go back to his initial thought.
 
   “So how are things with your father?” Simon asked.
 
   “He’s okay.  He’s still in jail.  I talked to his lawyer who said that the D.A. is offering prison time, drug rehab, and probation.”
 
   “That sounds pretty serious,” Simon replied.
 
   “He’s kind of getting off easy, but he is a pillar of the community because he owns his a business.”  Heather squinted as she looked off in the distance while she took a pack of cigarettes from her pocket.  She took one out, a clove cigarette, and lit it.  “He had a controlled substance in his possession at the time of the accident.  If he named the person who sold it then he might get less but he’s not talking.  That’s probably why he’ll get prison time, six months maybe, I’m not sure.  He’ll probably serve less with good behavior but after that there will be rehab and probation.  That’ll mean monthly visits, random drug tests, and who knows what else.”
 
   “Prison is terrible,” he said.  
 
   “What, oh,” she said before looking to him.  She reasoned out quickly that he was referring to himself, the time he had spent on probation.
 
   “I forgot you went to prison,” she said.
 
   “Juvenile detention, so it wasn’t as bad I guess.  Everything was very rigid with schedules and everything.  You kind of almost felt protected there but if you turned your back on someone for one second...”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The other guys, they were just, they’d slap you on the back of the head, grab your ass or pinch you.  If they had something in their hand then they’d hit you with it.  The guards didn’t mess with you, not really, but they were always trying to get you to trust them and then they’d rat you out.  I never trusted them but I knew a few people who did and they got in serious trouble.  There were always rumors of guards having sex with the other guys there but it didn’t seem true.  Maybe they’d check you out in the shower, especially if you needed personal supervision because you were getting out of solitary or you threatened to kill yourself but it didn’t seem possible.  There were always someone watching everyone else, like a big conspiracy.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  That sounds horrible.”
 
   “Do the crime then do the time,” he said.
 
   She winced at his use of a cliche and put her cigarette butt out on the bottom of her shoe.
 
   “Just throw it anywhere,” he said.
 
   She tossed the butt out into the grass and went back to hugging her knees.  He looked to her as she sat there, examined her form, the shape of her thighs.  There wasn’t much to see by the way she sat but he liked the way her hair lay on her shoulders, down over her back, the way she looked serious and confident.
 
   “He’s not really my cousin,” Simon said.
 
   She looked to him.  
 
   “Conrad, he’s not really my cousin.  I know him from juvie.  I think he’s on the run or something.”
 
   She furrowed her brow.
 
   “Really?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  He just showed up at random and he keeps talking about leaving.”
 
   “Were you guys close?”
 
   “Not really, but we kind of got along.  We were roommates for a long time.  We only ever got in one real fight.”
 
   “What was that about?”
 
   “He was jerking off and I told him to stop.”
 
   “I’m going to need more than that,” she said.
 
   “We were going to sleep in our own beds and he started, you know, and I could hear him.  I told him to quit and we start arguing about it.  Next thing I know he’s out of bed and he starts hitting me.  He’s like really going at it.  I kick him away and we start fighting.  We made such a racket.  We’re hitting each other and I thought the guards would come in any minute but they didn’t.  After that we were cool, you know.  We kind of respected each other.”
 
   “Did he stop masturbating?”
 
   “Not really but he was quieter about it,” Simon said.
 
   She let out a nervous laugh and he laughed back.  They smiled at each other before she reached into her pocket and pulled out another cigarette.  She offered one to him but he refused.
 
   “I don’t smoke,” he said.
 
   “This is a sometime thing when I’m stressed.”
 
   “That’s cool,” he replied.
 
   She lit the cigarette and looked back out into the field behind the house.
 
   “Sometimes life feels like a prison, especially in this town.”
 
   “I don’t like to think about it,” he said.
 
   “Don’t you ever want to get out of here?”
 
   “All of the time but I can’t.  I have my mother and we don’t have much money.  I was never able to get a job in town and I’m not sure what it would be like out of town.  I guess I could go to college or something but it seemed too difficult.  I don’t really like school.  We had classes inside that were kind of like high school.”
 
   “So you’ll never leave?  What about selling this house?”
 
   “We might get something for it.  It’s paid off.  But then what do I do?  Where do I go?  I’m not going to run to Hollywood or some city and expect it all to work out.  People who do that end up sucking dick under a bridge somewhere.”
 
   She laughed which meant he could laugh at his own joke.  He liked her.  She had a dark sense of humor.  He thought she might by the way she dressed in dark clothes but he also thought that like most women she might also try to embarrass him.  
 
   “Don’t you want to get out of here?  Don’t you hate it here?  I do.”
 
   “Sometimes,” he said.  “Sometimes I want to leave at all costs.  Everything seems so big and out of control that I feel like I’m drowning but it usually goes away.”
 
   “How do you make it go away?”
 
   He looked to her and she looked back.  They stared each other in the eye and he winced.  He wanted to confess everything to her, explain each last detail of the fantasy, no fantasies, he had constructed.  
 
   “How do you do it?  How do you live in this house?  How do you live in this town?  I work everyday but I’m just getting by so I don’t see how different it would be out there in the real world, except I might have more friends and be happier.”
 
   That was her plan, he thought, or part of plan, to just run away and go work somewhere.  His was so much better.  He wanted to give it to her.  She would think he was a hero.  He could save her.
 
   “I have a plan,” he said.
 
   She smiled.
 
   “Is that all I get?”
 
   “Well, maybe that I have some money saved and I’ve been looking at places to move to but I never had a reason to do it.”
 
   “But no major city?”
 
   “Too expensive,” he said.
 
   “I can live with that,” she said.
 
   They had shared secrets.  They had embarked on a conspiracy, no a friendship.  He shifted and felt the weight of the messenger bag on his shoulder.
 
   “Oh, I almost forgot.  I have a gift for you.  I wanted to give it to you at the coffee shop.  That’s why I went there.”
 
   “And here I thought it was the coffee,” she said.
 
   He smiled and opened his bag.  He reached inside and pulled out a rectangular box that was wrapped in part of a brown paper bag with a purple ribbon tied around it.  He handed it to her and she took it.  She stuck her feet down on the step, set the package in her lap, carefully removed the ribbon but found herself unable to open the brown paper as he had taped down any opening so it wouldn’t tear.
 
   “Here,” he said.
 
   He pulled a knife from his pocket and thumbed it open, handed it to her.  She took the knife and cut open the paper, ripped it away until she found a wooden box with glass front.  Inside the box she saw one the butterflies she had been seen in the parlor.  She ran her hand over the glass, felt the wooden edges.  It was a unique gift, something she had found so beautiful.  She looked to him as he stared back happy and biting his lip.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14 - You and Me
 
    
 
   Kevin walked around the parlor simultaneously interested and disturbed by the preserved corpses.  Even though they were dead it seemed cruel somehow to keep them here, or even to have killed them just for this purpose, he thought, especially the butterflies even though they have very, very small brains.
 
   Conrad stepped into the room carrying a tray with drinks.  He stopped by the coffee table and watched Kevin who was deep in contemplation.
 
   “What’s up?” Conrad asked.
 
   “This is messed up,” Kevin said.
 
   “Kind of a little bit,” Conrad said.  
 
   “I’m not sure what to make of it.  The butterflies are the worst because it’s like a person shouldn’t be allowed to capture, kill, and preserve such beautiful things.”
 
   “Then what’s art?” Conrad asked.
 
   Kevin smiled at the thoughtful observation.  He didn’t think someone as cute as Conrad could be so witty, possibly insightful.  
 
   “Lemonade right?” Conrad asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Kevin said.
 
   He walked back to the couch where he picked up the drink and took a sip.  Conrad sat and looked up at him trying to telepathically invite him to sit.  When Kevin looked like he was about to walk away again Conrad stopped him and motioned him to sit.  Kevin sat beside him, drank some more lemonade before he set the glass back on the tray.
 
   “So formal,” he observed.
 
   “I thought it might work for this house and this room.  I never thought he had it like this you know.”
 
   “What?  I thought he was your cousin.”
 
   Conrad looked away.  He had been caught and easily too.  He bobbed his head from side to side.
 
   “We’re kind of cousins,” he said.  He looked to Kevin who eyed him suspiciously.  “Okay, we’re more like blood brothers.  We met when we were in juvenile detention together.  We were roommates most of the time.”
 
   “Oh,” Kevin said.  He raised an eyebrow.
 
   Conrad found himself thinking fast, trying to come up with some lie to cover himself.  He wanted to be sympathetic, likable.  
 
   “I was in there on some drug charges, dumb stuff really.  I was experimenting.  I had it kind of rough because I got picked on for being gay.”  There, it was out.  He had confessed, now he just had to confirm.  “I guess I thought I could escape my life with drugs.  I was pretty messed up but I took some classes inside.  I learned about addiction and got sober.  It’s been like eleven years.”
 
   “Wow,” Kevin said.  As worried as he was about the juvenile detention he was sympathetic for that one simple fact of being gay.  Besides, he could have ended up there himself, for fighting no less, he told himself, though he could justify that.  He picked up the glass of lemonade to keep himself busy.  He put the glass to his lips.
 
   “So, how about it?  Are you gay?”
 
   The question made Kevin almost spit up his drink but he managed to hold it back in his mouth.  He set the glass down, wiped his lips with the back of his hand.
 
   “Sorry what?” Kevin asked.
 
   “You heard me.  I kind of got this vibe from you in the coffee shop the other day like you were cruising me.  I would have cruised you back more but I was with Simon and the gay stuff kind of weirds him out.”
 
   “Wow, you’re very forthright.”
 
   “I don’t waste time.  So how about it?  Are you gay?”
 
   “Yeah, I am.  I’m gay.”
 
   “Good, because I kind of felt there was a vibe between us.  You and me, we could have some fun together.”
 
   “Uh, I’m not sure where this is going.  I wasn’t cruising you in the shop.  I mean, maybe I was looking at you because I thought you were cute but that was it.”
 
   “You think I’m cute?”
 
   Kevin let out a sigh.  He was caught in his own words, words that he had spit out to try and lessen and deflect a attention.  
 
   “Well, yeah, I mean at the coffee shop and you were new so, you know.”
 
   “You were checking me out.  That’s basically cruising if you throw in some intention behind it like wanting to get me in the bathroom or take me home with you.”
 
   Kevin shook his head.
 
   “That wasn’t what I was looking for.  Besides I kind of have a boyfriend.”
 
   “Really?  There’s gay dick in this town after all?  Here I thought I’d have to take my chances to find some lumberjack bear or something.  What’s he like?  Is he younger or older than you?  Is it someone in high school?”
 
   “No,” Kevin said.  He stopped himself from saying more.
 
   “So you have a boyfriend but you won’t tell me about him which means he’s probably older, probably in the closet.  Does he have a wife?  Does he have a kid?  Are you cheating with a married man?”
 
   Kevin shook his head.  He felt his cheeks flush and he forced himself to his feet.  He walked away, turned and faced his interrogator.
 
   “He’s not in high school.  He doesn’t have a kid.  And no he’s not cheating.”
 
   “But he’s older?  That’s cool, I’ve dated older guys.  One was a real sugar daddy and used to buy me all of these different underwear, designer stuff too.  My last boyfriend was older too, he’s married and has kids.  He’s cheating on his wife.  That’s part of why I’m out here.”
 
   “What?  She found out and you had to run for it?”
 
   “Uh yeah, something like that.  It got kind of messy.  That’s the past though and this is the present.  I’m a little disappointed you have a boyfriend though.  Is it a committed relationship?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, we’re committed,” Kevin answered.
 
   “So depressing, being so young like you are when you get older there’s less opportunity.  You can’t keep up.  I always tell myself that.”
 
   “He does just fine,” Kevin said.
 
   “Aw, that’s so cute,” Conrad replied.  “I need a good lay.  Do you know of anyone else?  Can you set me up with anyone?”
 
   Kevin thought about it for a moment.  Maybe Thad had a friend but Kevin was reluctant to even mention the idea.  Conrad was rough trade, didn’t want to be in a relationship, maybe even used older men.
 
   “So what is with Heather?  Was she your fag hag in high school?”
 
   “I hate that term, but yeah we knew each other in high school.”
 
   “So when did you come out?”
 
   “High school, it was kind of a big deal.  Not that it was mentioned in the newspaper or anything but just, there were these boys.  They attacked me and I fought them off.  They actually kind of ended up injured from it.  There was this whole big deal for a while but because they were attacking me it kind of fell apart.  We all could have ended up in juvenile detention.”
 
   “You could have been my new roommate.”
 
   Kevin rolled his eyes despite just having the same thought.  He wasn’t comfortable with Conrad and he didn’t feel like admitting anything.  He rubbed his hands over his knees and cleared his throat.
 
   Conrad stood up and said, “hey I have to go take a leak but I’ll be right back”, then headed out of the room and down the hallway.  Kevin looked after him for a moment before turning his attention back to the lemonade.  
 
   Conrad walked down the hallway to the bathroom where he stepped inside, used the toilet, washed his hands, splashed some water on his face, dried off and stepped back out with renewed enthusiasm.  He was about to go back to Kevin when he had a thought to go check on Simon and Heather to see if they were more entertaining and there was something else they could be doing like getting something to eat.  He walked to the back porch and saw them there talking.  He slipped up to the partially open door and listened.  He heard Simon say, “I have a plan” and decided to wait and listen.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15 - Date Night
 
    
 
   A date, Simon told himself, a date with a girl, no a woman.  He tried to not think about it too much as he stood in front of her door.  He had almost given up hope for such a prospect, at least while he lived here in this town.  He thought he’d have to run away, start over somewhere else and maybe then he’d get the chance, but no she had invited him for a date at her house.  It was after he had given her the gift and she said she wanted to thank him, invited him on a date but they agreed there was no good restaurant in town, no place they would feel comfortable as a couple.  He had thought to invite her to his house but the thought of his mother kept the invitation at bay until finally she spoke and invited him to her place.  She said it wouldn’t be formal but that she’d cook something or else order delivery.  
 
   “As long as it’s not pizza,” he joked.
 
   “Agreed,” she said, “Pizza is a terrible date food.”
 
   They smiled at each other and the deal was made.  Despite her saying that it wouldn’t be anything formal he decided to get her another gift, roses, that he clutched behind his back.  He dressed in his best black button down shirt and on Conrad’s advice a red bow tie.  Conrad had also advised him to take it easy.
 
   “It’s different with girls,” he said.  “They’re not like guys.  Most guys are just interested in sex, some kind of conquest.  With girls you have to wine and dine them.  It’s rare you’re going to do anything on the first date so don’t expect anything.  If you’re lucky enough to get a second and third date don’t expect anything then either.  Just play it cool.  If anything play hard to get but if she starts getting touchy feely, holding your hand and stuff don’t get grabby.  If anything let her take the initiative.”
 
   Simon stared at the two of them in the mirror as he stood trying to adjust his tie so it was even.  He hated the thought of all the little signals, all of the expectations, and the disappointment.  He had only ever known sadness when it came to women, diminished expectations.  
 
   The front door opened and Heather stood on the other side with one hand still holding onto the door.  She was also dressed for a date in her favorite black dress, a silver necklace with a cross and another with a pentacle.  She smiled and invited him inside, closed the door behind him.  He shifted the rose around his body away from her until he was inside and he turned on her, offered her the flower. 
 
   “Thank you, that’s so nice.”  She took the flower and gave him a kiss on the cheek.  “I’m glad you dressed up.  Although you normally kind of wear dress clothes, but still, the tie is nice.  I know I said nothing formal but I couldn’t get the thought of this dress out of my mind for the last few days after I invited you over.  You look good in black.”
 
   “So do you,” he said.  “I like the dress.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said.
 
   “I decided to make steak with a salad and baked potato.  It was the only thing I could think of for tonight.  I’m not very imaginative when it comes to dates.  Besides steak is my favorite thing.  My father usually makes really great steaks.”
 
   She led him into the dining room and directed him to a seat.  He thought for a moment to walk to her chair and pull it out but was worried it was too old fashioned.  He wasn’t going to do it until he thought of his mother who said men should do the right thing despite what other people say.  He walked around the table and pulled back her chair but she only smiled at him.
 
   “Actually I have stuff in the kitchen,” she said.
 
   “Oh,” he replied.
 
   “Why don’t you just come in with me?”
 
   She waved him into the kitchen where he looked around with his hands on his hips.  The house had been much smaller than his own, a little run down even, but the kitchen was excellent, not quite like the one he saw at the coffee shop but close.  Everything looked professional, clean, and in its proper place.  She took out the steak from the refrigerator and said she still had to grill it.
 
   “No problem,” he said, “So, uh, how is your father?”
 
   “He’s doing fine.  He’s taking a plea deal.  If the judge goes along he’ll serve 3 months in prison where he’ll go through a rehab program and end up on probation for up to three years.  He’d been clean for so long but since they found prescription drugs on him it didn’t matter.  I hate this town.  People think it’s bad in the city but it’s not much better here, not with all the pharmaceuticals around.”
 
   She placed the meat on the electric grill and leaned against the counter.  She felt like she had talked herself out, went down a rabbit hole and was stuck.  She didn’t want to think about her father anymore.  She wanted to think about better things like her date with Simon.  She needed to change the subject.
 
   “So, let’s talk about something else,” she said.
 
   “Like what?” he asked.
 
   “What do you like?  Tell me about yourself,” she said.  
 
   He stuck his hands in his pockets.  He hated talking about himself.  He felt his life was terrible, miserable, and yet it felt like there was little else to talk about.  He hadn’t watched television regularly, didn’t follow politics or much of pop culture.  He opened his mouth to speak but fell silent.
 
   “Do you like your steak medium, rare, or well done?”
 
   “Medium or rare I guess,” he answered.
 
   She took over the flow from there, asked him question after question but mostly he said he didn’t know about it until they reached books.  He said he went to the library regularly.  She said she bought just about anything she wanted.  There was a pleasant silence when she finished cooking and they carried their plates into the dining room.  He set his down and quickly signaled he would help her with her chair which she let him do.  They sat down across from each other, tried to talk about anything except the tragedies in their lives. 
 
   Maybe it was because her father was gone, that definitely made it easier, maybe it was because she hadn’t had sex in years since her last, high school boyfriend, or maybe they ran out of things to talk about and she wanted desperately to make some kind of connection with him, a bond stronger than friendship, that she invited him up to her room to have sex.  She had invited him up on the pretext of seeing her book collection but she didn’t have a plan.  She had a desire.  
 
   He looked briefly at the collection but there was something else that caught his eye, a collection of stones and gems on her desk and throughout her room.  Each of them was a different color and unfamiliar to him.  
 
   “What are these?” he asked.
 
   “They’re supposed to be for relocating different energies and are supposed to have different abilities.  I got them when I was young and I was interested in witchcraft.  I don’t think they ever worked.  I’m not sure if I really believe in them but I just keep them around.”
 
   “Because they’re pretty,” he said.
 
   “Because they’re pretty,” she replied.
 
   She moved behind him, touched his elbow and turned him to face her.  They were inches apart.  She pulled him close, took hold of his head, and kissed him.  It was unexpected and he found himself pressing his lips together, trying to hold them there for whatever she was going to do to them.  She pulled back and smiled at him.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked.
 
   “I’ve never, I mean, I didn’t think...”
 
   “You’ve never kissed anyone before?  What about sex?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “Okay, don’t worry.  We’ll take it slow.  Just let yourself relax.”
 
   She moved his hands to her body but they just stayed in place as she attempted to kiss him again.  She felt less tension in his lips but they didn’t open so she moved to his clothes.  She unbuckled his belt, unbuttoned his shirt and ran her hands under his it to grip at his sides.  His hands didn’t move.  She moved him closer to the bed, left him there, walked to the side where she took off her dress one shoulder at a time, then let it drop to the floor.  
 
   He stared at her form there.  She was thicker than Lucy had been, thicker than the models and porn stars he had seen.  She was real, he told himself.  He loved the sight of her breasts still in her bra and the way her panties accentuated her thighs.  He felt himself wanting to act so impulsively and yet trying to remain in control of each action.  
 
   “Get undressed,” she said.
 
   He pulled the shirt from his shoulders, dropped it on the floor, kicked off his shoes, took off his pants, and stopped at his underwear.  He felt ridiculous standing there in his white briefs and socks.  He looked back to her as she sat on the bed and repositioned her pillows before she patted the area where she wanted him to sit.  He did with his legs crossed.  She smiled to him and he smiled back as she lay on her side.
 
   “I didn’t bring any protection,” he said.
 
   “I have some in the drawer,” she said.  “I kind of planned for this, though I didn’t think it would be tonight.  I just want to be closer to you.”
 
   “Me too,” he said.
 
   She got up to her knees.  He looked almost pathetic as he sat there.  She placed a hand on each shoulder, leaned in to kiss him again but his lips were more tense than before and she decided to move on without trying to get him to do it correctly.  She pushed him to her bed, let everything hang down over him.  He didn’t even reach up to touch her.  He was panicked.  
 
   “Do you trust me?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” he said.
 
   It wasn’t long after that, without much sexual activity, that he orgasmed in his underwear as she lay atop him, kissing and touching each other.  He felt embarrassed about the accident, wanted to keep her there with him, urge her to try again.  Next time it would be perfect, he told himself.  But she got off him shortly after and sat across from him on the bed.  He did an easy sit up and crossed his legs, the ejaculate cooling quickly between the cloth and skin made him feel wary about how he sat.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” she said.
 
   “I just--”
 
   “--Wanted it to be perfect,” she said.  “Don’t worry about it.  There are lots of different things we can do sexually.  This is just the first time.”
 
   “The first time?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   The first time, he thought, there could be more.  Never in his life had he thought about it being more than once, lasting more than necessary.  They could be together for hours, the night.  He relaxed and breathed comfortably for once.  She had seen him at his worst, most vulnerable state and she didn’t run away, didn’t humiliate him.  He looked to her as she adjusted her long hair and her bra straps until she determined they were too uncomfortable and took it off.  Her breasts sagged and bulged in a new way than he had ever seen.  He looked to her shoulders where her skin was marred by the strap, the curve of it, and then her arms, her biceps and he saw something that troubled him.
 
   “What are the scars?” he asked.
 
   “Battle wounds,” she said.
 
   “Really?  Against what?”
 
   “Myself,” she said.
 
   He had heard of cutting before, even thought about it at times, but the idea was too much.  Even in juvenile detention he had the fewest scars compared to the other boys who had cigarette burns, knife wounds, scars from glass, and fighting.  She smiled at him and he decided to move closer.  He reached out to her arm, touched it with the back of his hand at first, then as each felt more comfortable he touched at the area with the tips of his fingers.
 
   “I don’t have many scars,” he said.  “Well, physical ones anyway.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16 - Rough Trade
 
    
 
   The bedroom was quiet as Kevin lay with his head on Thad’s shoulder.  There was a smell of human sweat and latex in the air.  They both looked up to the ceiling.  It had become easier each time but Kevin could still count on one hand the times they had  full penetrative sex.  Blow jobs, hand jobs, and mutual masturbation were all easier.
 
   “Are you okay?” Thad asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” Kevin said.  “I was just thinking.”
 
   “What about?”
 
   Kevin wanted to confess, not confess, he told himself, just explain, but he decided to lie and find something else to talk about.  He looked to the baseball bat by the bathroom door.
 
   “Why do you have a baseball bat?  You’re not on a baseball team and I’ve never heard you talk about sports,” he said.
 
   “Protection,” Thad said.  “I don’t like guns and this way I figure if someone gets it away from me I might still survive.”
 
   “What if they have a gun?”
 
   “Well, I’m a terrible shot so it’s about the same odds.”
 
   Kevin smiled.  Somehow that eased the idea he wanted to talk about because Thad was a kind person with a good sense of humor.  He thought about his week.  He thought about Conrad.
 
   “I met another gay guy.  He’s new to town.”
 
   “Sounds promising, but how do you know he’s gay?”
 
   “We talked about it actually.  He was pretty up front about the whole thing.  It was kind of pathetic in a way.  He seemed so desperate.”
 
   “Is he cute?” Thad asked.
 
   “He’s cute I guess, but he’s kind of... I don’t know.  He doesn’t seem like the kind of guy you can trust.  He’s kind of duplicitous.  He told me he was in juvenile detention.  So of course that means he’s some kind of criminal.”
 
   “Is a criminal or was a criminal?”
 
   “Good point,” Kevin said.
 
   “Sounds like rough trade, the kind of guy you meet in a bathroom for a good time but don’t take home to meet your folks.”
 
   “That’s one way of putting it,” Kevin said.
 
   “I’m just kidding,” Thad said.  “But you didn’t get along with him?”
 
   “Did we do anything?  No way, like I said he’s kind of devious.  I only met him because Heather is interested in his friend.”
 
   “Who’s his friend?”
 
   “Do you know the Winters place?  Did you ever hear about Simon Winters?”
 
   “Probably before my time,” Thad said.
 
   “His family owns this mansion out on Orchard Lane.  I got to see the place.  It’s really impressive.  He said it was used in running moonshine.  He showed Heather this secret passageway to the basement where they used to keep the liquor.”
 
   “Sounds pretty cool,” Thad said.
 
   “I know right.  Anyway, they came into the coffee shop one night when I was there with Heather.  I kind of thought the guy was gay right away.  He said we were cruising each other but I don’t know.  Anyway, all of a sudden she’s interested in Simon.”
 
   “Who’s Simon?”
 
   “Oh right, about eight years ago he got into a fight with this jock guy in town, Kleinman, and he stabs the guy.  There were lots of rumors about the whole thing but he went to jail for like six years.”
 
   “Do you mean juvenile detention?”
 
   “Yeah, whatever, it was all kind of shady because you have this total geek who stabs this jock in self-defense but there was some kind of previous incident with his sister or something.  I don’t really remember.  But he went away and when he got back to town he was this social pariah, his mother too.  I saw her a few times when he was gone.  She was always dressed in black.  But then I stopped seeing her around and when Simon got back no one saw her at all.  He seems to take care of everything I guess.  Anyway, this guy with him, Conrad, they met in juvenile detention center.  He said he’s just passing through.”
 
   “But you’re not interested in him?”
 
   “No way,” Kevin answered.
 
   “Good,” Thad said.  
 
   He pushed himself up onto his elbow and kissed Kevin on the head before asking him to move.  Kevin moved to a pillow and watched as Thad got up from the bed, walked away to the bathroom, left the door open, and stepped in front of the toilet to urinate.  Partially obscured by the door Kevin couldn’t see the act which made him appreciate the little things in life.  Even if he tried to look away Thad was still there in his vision.  It bothered him that Thad could be casual about such things.  
 
   When Thad finished he stepped to the doorway and grabbed hold of the frame to stretch.  Kevin looked to him, the way his muscles moved, his ribs, and flaccid dick.  It was enough to get him excited again.  
 
   “Shower?” Thad asked.
 
   “Sure,” Kevin said before throwing aside the sheet and jumping from the bed.  
 
   When he got to the bathroom Thad didn’t move right away and they kissed passionately for a moment before they stepped inside, into the shower, and began to wash each other.  It was a long time before Thad spoke.  He was soaping Kevin’s hair at the time.
 
   “If something happens between you and that Conrad kid it’s not a big deal,” he said.  “I’d understand.”
 
   “What?” Kevin asked getting soap into his mouth making him spit.
 
   “I’d understand.  It’s not easy to be monogamous when you’re young.  There are so many things to try and do.  I really appreciate our relationship.  I’m not saying he’d be a great boyfriend, just that things happen.  You might want to try someone else besides me.”
 
   Kevin turned his hair into the water and made sure the soap was all washed out before he opened his eyes and looked to Thad who seemed detached about what he was saying.  But Kevin felt angry about the thought of it.  They hadn’t ever talked about being monogamous but he had kind of assumed.
 
   “Look, from what you said this Conrad guy isn’t the relationship type and he’s just passing through town.  I don’t want you to have any regrets.”
 
   “Does that mean it’s the same for you?” Kevin asked.
 
   “I didn’t mean that.  I like our relationship.  I’m not sure about the future but what we have it nice.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “I mean you’re still in college and I’ve settled down.  I bought a house.  I have a studio, regular work.  I might have to hustle for more in the next few years but still it’s not like it was.  I know what I want out of life.”
 
   Kevin looked at the man who had once felt so familiar, so certain, and felt as if something had been stabbed into his body.  It was in his brain and in his chest.  Were they really doomed?  Was there no future?  Maybe, somehow he thought Thad would move with him, or else maybe he’d settle down too in his hometown as miserable as it was but the way Thad talked it felt so impersonal, so certain.  
 
   “Turn around so I can wash your back,” Thad said before helping Kevin turn under the water.  “Look I’m okay with what we have, what we had, but nothing lasts forever.  I don’t know what your plans are but it never sounds like you plan on staying here.  I don’t think you should.  I think you could make it out there.”
 
   He spread the soap along Kevin’s shoulders and down his back, worked his way up to cover any missed spot before rinsing it off.  Thad pulled him close and kissed at his wet, clean neck, suckled a little and bit with his teeth.
 
   “Ah, don’t do that, you vampire,” Kevin said.
 
   “I’m just marking you,” Thad said.
 
   “I guess I never really thought about it but I’m not sure about Conrad,” Kevin said.  “I don’t think he can be trusted.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17 - Clean Living
 
    
 
   Conrad sat on the bed in his room alone with his cell phone to his ear as he stared at the built in closet.  He didn’t believe in ghosts.  He didn’t believe in an afterlife.  He had seen only a few movies and television shows about haunted houses so he felt there was little to inspire fear in him and yet he felt it.
 
   “I need to get out of here.  It’s boring and I miss you.  There’s nothing to do,” he lowered his voice, “no one to have a good time.  I’ve made a few friends in town but they’re locals, small minded.”
 
   “Do they have a local park?  Start hanging around the mens room, look for an old john.  It doesn’t matter if he has a ring.”
 
   “It’s not funny,” Conrad said.
 
   “Just don’t mess it up.  I’m trying to get things straightened out so you can get out of there but there’s a lot of heat from what happened.”
 
   “I know.  It’s my fault-”
 
   “Don’t say it.  Just be cool, play the game, you’ve got plenty of money and things to trade, and you’re living rent free.”
 
   “Yeah, but this guy is kind of creepy.  This place, his house, it’s like the 1950’s here.  They don’t have the internet.  I’d have to go out and buy a video game system.  The television is old and only picks up broadcast stations.  The place is so old at night the wood shifts and moans.”
 
   “But no one knows who you are there.  Do you think you can round up some money?  Maybe you can move out, go somewhere else.”
 
   Conrad looked away from the closet door to the nightstand where he had a pen and pieces of paper.  He picked up the pen and began to move it in almost random directions as he talked.
 
   “There are no jobs here.  The town is broke.  This guy that’s letting me live here doesn’t have a job.  He gets some kind of money but I don’t know where it’s from but he isn’t a big spender.  He did say something about having an exit plan but I can’t imagine he has very much.”
 
   “So, that means he saves,” Marcus said.  “Take a look around the place, listen to his phone conversations, ask people in town about him.  If it’s a big house then he’s got have some money somewhere.  Start looking around the house, look for a hidden safe maybe or secret compartment.  Check the basement and floorboards, I worked one place... well, just look around.  Hell you could even ask him, say you need some advice about how to make it in town.”
 
   “Do you think that will work?”
 
   “Use your brain,” Marcus said.  “Remember what you were like when you came to me, I mean you were tough but you didn’t have street smarts, you still trusted people.  You had to get burned a couple times before you learned.”
 
   “Yeah,” Conrad said as he thought over the advice, over the memories.
 
   “You can’t play nice with these people and expect something from it,” Marcus said.  “You have to get tough and play hard.  Make this guy like you, hang out with him even if he is a creep.  Make him love you, pretend he’s some guy you want to roll.”
 
   “He’s not like that.  The time we did together.  We’re friends but he’s not queer.  He’s got his head on pretty good.  He’s pretty suspicious.”
 
   “So use the soft routine, make him think you’re vulnerable, make him think he can help you and that he’ll get something out of it.  Don’t make a deal, you’re not in business, but find a way to work him.  People want to trust each other.  He’s a sucker.”
 
   Conrad looked up from the doodle he had been making with a pen on the tablet by the bedside to the mirror and the closet door.  It was closed but he felt like something, someone was there.  Could he hear breathing?
 
   “Listen, I have to go, but let me know as soon as you can when it’s clear.  I miss you,” Conrad said.
 
   “You take care and don’t let them fool you.  You get what you can out of them and move on with your life.”
 
   “I love you,” Conrad said.
 
   “I love you too,” Marcus responded.
 
   Conrad stared at the closet door as he ended the call and opened the nightstand drawer where he found the pistol he had stored there.  He picked it up, elbow tight against his body he walked to the door where he touched the wood with two fingers trying to listen for noise.  He let his fingers drift to the handle, then he jerked the door open, ready to shoot but no one was there, only the few shirts he hanged there.  There was no motion to them, no sign of a disturbance.  He pushed them away and moved to the back of the closet.  He pressed against the back wall, the sides, and the back wall again before he shook his head and went back to the nightstand where he put the gun away and closed the drawer.
 
   “I’m losing it,” he said.
 
   He was feeling unnerved and uncertain.  He didn’t want to stay in the house.  He wanted to go somewhere, do something.  He checked his pockets to make sure everything was there.  The bar, he said to himself.  He checked the time and realized in another half hour DJ would be working.  He retrieved a bottle of pills from his bag, made sure there was cotton inside to keep them from rattling around.  He walked to town, past the few shops, stretched it out longer than when DJ’s shift would start.
 
   Inside the bar Conrad was delighted to see DJ working in a tight, white t-shirt and jeans.  He ordered a boilermaker which DJ was only too happy to serve him, but separately.  Conrad dropped the shot into the glass of beer then raised the glass to his lips and began to drink in one long pull.  DJ laughed and clapped before asking him if he’d have another.  
 
   “Just a beer this time,” Conrad said.
 
   “Coming right up,” DJ said.
 
   When DJ brought him the beer he took a long sip, set the glass down, and looked to the television like all of the other patrons.  He continued to drink for the next five hours, averaging about one and half beers an hour, getting up to piss twice but making it back to his stool without any difficulty but by the end of it he was pretty drunk.  He dreaded the walk home.  But as he saw DJ’s mother coming in to replace him at the bar Conrad suddenly had a thought about getting a ride back to the house.  He signaled DJ to where he was sitting, asked him flat out, and DJ nodded and said he would take him.
 
   “Really?” Conrad asked.
 
   “No problem,” DJ said.
 
   Conrad downed the rest of his drink and waited.  It wasn’t long before DJ hugged his mother goodbye and made his way down on the other side of the bar to where Conrad sat.  
 
   “Come on,” DJ said.
 
   Conrad got to his feet and swayed a little.  He put his hand in his pocket and rubbed at his wallet, his other hand in his other pocket to rub at the bottle of pills, his keys.  Everything was where it should be, he told himself.  He began to move but was unsteady and DJ quickly put an arm around him.  This close the difference in their height and bodies was clearly evident.  Conrad let his arm sink around DJ’s back and side as he clung to him, let himself be led out of the back of the bar to the parking lot.  He thought for a moment about the night he made the deal, about Heather’s father, and he smiled to himself, not out of cruelty but something else, maybe it was irony.  DJ led him to the passenger side door and helped him inside, buckled his belt, and walked around to his own side where he got in and started the car.
 
   There was nothing left to lose, Conrad told himself, he had already lost everything.  He looked across to the young man who had helped him, a young man who in another time and place could have been his friend.  They could have been in juvenile detention together, or else if Conrad had lived here in this town only thirty some miles away from his own hometown.  
 
   “I like you,” Conrad said.
 
   DJ smiled at him before beginning to drive away out of the parking lot.  He followed the speed limit, stopped fully at every stop sign.  He turned on his car stereo and tapped at the steering wheel trying to follow the rhythm.
 
   “I really like you,” Conrad said.  “I’d do anything for you.”
 
   DJ pulled the car to the side of the road, shifted to park, and looked to his drunken passenger.  Conrad stared back, uncertain what DJ was thinking.  He could bash me, he thought.  He could seriously beat the hell out of me, dump me by the roadside and no one would care.  I couldn’t report it to anyone because I’m a criminal.
 
   “I’m not gay,” DJ said.
 
   “I wasn’t implying you were.”
 
   “You’re drunk,” DJ said.
 
   “And I’m gay.  I’m like really gay.  I’ve done things with all sorts of guys and not all of them were gay.  Some of them were even married to women.”
 
   “What do you think this is?”
 
   “Look, I’m sorry.  I’m just drunk and really horny.  I just need something.  I don’t want to be alone.”
 
   “And what do you want from me?”
 
   “Suck your cock, maybe jerk myself off,” Conrad said.
 
   DJ shook his head, shifted to drive, and looked away to the road.  Conrad reached up and placed a hand on DJ’s forearm.  He worried for a moment that DJ would slap him away, maybe back hand him, but he didn’t.
 
   “I can pay you,” Conrad said.
 
   “I’m not a whore.  I’m not letting you suck me off for cash.”
 
   “What about pills?”
 
   DJ pulled back over, parked the car, and looked to Conrad.
 
   “I’ve got a bottle of them right here and right now,” Conrad said.
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Twenty-five,” Conrad answered.
 
   DJ clenched his jaw, looked around.  The pills were pills.  He could use them, sell them, and all for what, a blow job.  He hadn’t had one in months and Conrad was probably talented at it.  
 
   “We do this and you never come back to the bar.  You never come looking for me.  We see each other on the street and we’re strangers.”
 
   Conrad looked DJ in the eye.  It would bother him that much.  But DJ could just rob him right there if it were just the pills, no it was something else, he told himself.  It could be good.  He could teach him a few things.
 
   “Okay, but we do this at your place,” Conrad said.
 
   “Fine, but then you go home,” DJ said.
 
   Conrad sat back in his seat and smiled.  For a few minutes he wouldn’t be alone, he told himself, he’d have someone else, a virgin even, big tough, white trash virgin.  It was easy to stay awake even with his eyes closed because he felt his cock leaking inside his jeans the rest of the drive back to DJ’s home.  
 
   When the car finally stopped, DJ turned off the engine, and pushed open his car door Conrad felt like he was back where he was supposed to be.  He got out and looked around feeling mischievous as he spotted the other trailers, wanting someone to see him going inside with DJ but he couldn’t tell if anyone did.  DJ led him up the steps and inside where he began to strip after he closed the door.  Conrad began to do the same.
 
   The place was unkempt.  It reeked of cigarette smoke.  All of the furniture was old.  Blankets covered the couch and the recliner, and the ends of the stands and tables were worn away.  Conrad spotted a knife sticking into one stand.  He began to have second thoughts.
 
   “No, keep your underwear on, I don’t want to see your dick.  You can cum but I don’t want to see it and you better not make a mess.”
 
   DJ was naked as he walked to the couch where he sat and turned on the television.  Conrad watched as the young man switched to some heterosexual porn and relaxed, his cock up against his thigh looked like a slug as it was partially limp.
 
   “Pills,” DJ said.
 
   “Right,” Conrad said before searching through his clothes and finding the bottle.  He shook them but there wasn’t any noise.  He carried the bottle to DJ who opened it and poured them into his hand, looked them over, and then poured them back into the bottle leaving two in his hand.
 
   “Blow job, you get to jerk off, but like I said it stays in your underwear.”
 
   “We better get some towels then,” Conrad said.
 
   “Right,” DJ said.
 
   He got up from the couch, his limp dick bounced as he walked.  He went into the bathroom and retrieved two towels.  One he placed where he had been sitting, then sat on it, the other was smaller and he handed that one to Conrad who took it before sitting beside DJ.  He leaned down to DJ’s crotch, reached into his own underwear.  His own cock was already slick and it felt good just to touch it with a few fingers.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   DJ pulled to the end of the drive and parked the car.
 
   “This is it,” he said.
 
   “Thanks,” Conrad replied before getting out of the car.  He staggered back a little and watched as DJ pulled away and then was gone.  He turned and began to walk up the drive, the taste of ejaculate still in his mouth, his underwear wet and in his pocket, he laughed to himself about what he had done, what he would do.  There are no limits, he told himself.  It was all there for the taking.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18 - Succubus
 
    
 
   Who walks these hallways? Lucy asked herself.  She had been to the bathroom and now as she was making her way back she wanted to explore the rest of the house, lose herself in its immense architecture.  She wanted to know every crevice, each secret passage and room.  She had always been curious about places, houses, like this since she was little.  She imagined that monsters usually lived in them, vampires and mad scientists.
 
   This house belonged to a bootlegger, a gangster, a man who probably bribed the police, paid for political campaigns, and a man who probably committed more crimes such as extortion and murder.  She stopped at the archway back into the parlor where Simon sat on the love seat rubbing his hands over his knees.  They had been intimate previously.  They had committed to each other as a couple.  And yet he was nervous.  She smiled as she entered the room.  He was unsure of what he should do.  
 
   For a moment he almost stood before she stepped to him, placed a knee on either side of his legs, pushed him back as she sat on his lap.  His chin rested between her breasts as he looked up to her face.  It was clear that he wanted to please her.  She kissed him, pushed his head back, gripped at his red and burning ears.  He reached up under Heather’s shirt to her bra covered breast.  He squeezed at the fabric but it told him little of the contents inside as she kissed him.  Her hair down past the side of his face tickled his neck intermittently which made him want to giggle but he resisted because he thought it might be misinterpreted.  He didn’t want to stop and yet his neck hurt so he pushed against her shoulders until she pulled away.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked.
 
   “My neck,” he said.
 
   She sat back and rested against his crotch for a moment.
 
   “Let’s see what we can do to fix that,” she said.
 
   She got off him, off the sofa and moved to his legs where she hooked her arms behind his knees and pulled him until his head rested flat against the seat pillow.  She smiled and asked him if it was better which he said it was so she got back on top of him, this time she unhooked her bra under her shirt before she went back to kissing him.  He reached up under the fabric, under the formed material to her soft breast.  He cupped them, felt her nipples.  They felt just as good as the first time.  He felt himself straining in his pants, leaking a little as he shifted and he felt the wet spot.  He pushed at her again and she sat up.
 
   “I don’t think this is a good idea,” he said.
 
   “We’re not doing anything wrong,” she said.
 
   “My mother,” he said.
 
   “I thought you said she was locked in her room,” she said.
 
   “Yeah but Conrad,” he said.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “Really?” he asked.
 
   “We’re safe,” she said.
 
   They kissed again but this time he stuck to her lips and he was able to return the pressure, the tongue.  They were lost in the moment until Heather heard a noise.  She looked up to see a blur of movement, something whisked in front of her eyes and at the same moment she felt a pressure against her skull, then the pain.  She let out a scream of panic and pushed herself away.  She fell to the floor and grabbed at her forehead.  That’s when she felt the blood.  She felt the opening for a moment and she knew she shouldn’t touch it, not with her fingers.  She looked to behind the sofa as Simon got to his knees blocking her view.  He had grabbed his mother’s arms and he was wrestling with her.
 
   “Mother stop!” he yelled.
 
   “Succubus whore, begone devil woman,” his mother shouted causing spittle to fly from her mouth.  “Temptress whore, you can’t have my son.  He’s mine.  He’s for God.”
 
   She pulled out of his grip for a moment and Heather got to her feet as she held her hand to her forehead.  She tried to anticipate the woman’s movement.  Simon was quicker as he rounded the furniture to catch her.  She nearly pushed by him for a moment until he caught her around the waist and they fell to the sofa causing it to screech along the wood floor.
 
   “Get out,” he shouted.  “Wait for me on the porch and I’ll take you to the hospital.”
 
   “I’m out of here,” she said.  “Fuck this.”
 
   Heather picked up her purse from the floor and walked out of the house and into the night where she looked around confused at first, one hand pressed against her head to hold the skin, the blood.  She felt light headed and the blood was getting down around her eye.  She stumbled to the stairs where she fell to her knees and slid her feet off.  She could feel the pain of the wound, the tingling and throbbing.  She realized what had just happened, who had just attacked her and how, where.  She fell onto her back and looked up to the porch ceiling.  She laughed a little and then began to cry.  She could hear Simon still inside fighting with his mother.
 
   Inside, he pushed his mother to the stairs and took the knife from her hand before commanding her to go to her room.  She pushed back against him a little but the gesture became a hug and for a moment he thought about stabbing her, one thrust into her back, between her ribs and it would be over.  How was he going to be able to get out of this?  Heather was gone, somewhere down the road.  Did she call the cops?  His mother began to cry, her tears soaked his shirt and he felt her reach for the knife but he kept a tight grip until she gave up.  She kissed him on the neck, on the cheek, and then his forehead.  They looked each other in the eye.
 
   “Please,” he said.
 
   “She can never come back here.  The devil’s minions are not welcome here.”
 
   “Okay mother,” he said.  “I have to take her to the hospital if I can find her.”
 
   “I will punish you later,” she said.
 
   Simon remembered the knife in his hand.  Just a stab, he thought, a slash maybe several and maybe it would be justified.  His mother turned and walked up the stairs clinging to the banister and muttering under her breath as she did.  He wanted to drop the knife but he was afraid of giving it up so easily so he carried it with him to the cupboard where he grabbed some towels then ran back through the house the front door which he opened and was relieved to find Heather there on the porch crying and laughing at the same time.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   “No,” she said.
 
   “Take me to the hospital,” she demanded.
 
   Deciding that his mother was safely upstairs and they were about to escape he stuck the knife in the banister before he moved to her side, handed her a towel which she pressed against her head before he took her arm and pulled her up, placed it around his shoulder, and led her away, out into the darkness towards the garage.  
 
   When they got to the side entrance he stopped for a moment to check his pockets to make sure he still had his keys to the car which he did.  He led her inside to the unlocked car, opened the passenger side door and helped her inside, buckled her belt before he closed the car door and ran to the front to open the garage door before he took out his keys and ran around to the other side of the car and got inside.  He started the car, turned on the headlights.  He looked to her as she sat illuminated by the interior car lights.
 
   “What are we going to say?” he asked.
 
   “What do you think,” she said.
 
   “Please, you can’t say anything.  We have to say it was an accident.”
 
   “Fuck,” she said.  “She could have killed me.  I still could die.”
 
   “But you didn’t,” he said.  “People have near death experiences everyday but they move on with their life.”
 
   “I’m fucking bleeding here and we’re having this conversation,” she said.
 
   For a moment he thought about the knife on the porch stuck in the banister, Heather or his mother.
 
   “You have to lock her up.  She needs to be locked up.”
 
   “Please,” he said.
 
   She pulled the blood soaked towel away and saw its dark color, felt the blood over her shirt, on her face.  She was still bleeding.  He gave her another towel which she pressed against the wound.
 
   “Please,” he said.
 
   “Just take me to the hospital,” she said.  “I won’t say anything.  I just want to get out of here.  I just want to get this taken care of.”
 
   He shifted to drive and pulled out of the garage, onto the driveway and slowly out to the main road.  He wanted a guarantee.  He wanted things to be perfect.  He thought about Heather’s soft breasts that a moment ago were in his hands and he bit his lip because he also thought about his mother’s desperate act, the way she kissed at his neck and his face before she fled back to her room.  We all want so many things, he told himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19 - Aftermath
 
    
 
   Heather pressed the fabric against her forehead as she sat in the passenger seat thinking about why her life was so miserable, why so many bad things had to happen all at once.  Not at once, there were bad things before and bad things after, but sometimes they were too close together, she told herself.  It was too much, no, too much was too much, this wasn’t too much, but it was something else.  She could see Simon’s face occasionally in the passing lights but it wasn’t enough to see him.
 
   Simon pulled to the Emergency Entrance of the hospital and parked his car.  He was ready to jump out, run around to the other side and help Heather out but she stopped him.  She grabbed his arm and held him there in the seat.  She opened her car door partially causing the dome light to illuminate them.
 
   “I think it would be best if you didn’t come inside,” she said.
 
   “But,” he said.
 
   “Don’t, don’t worry about it.  You can’t go in there.  I’ll just say I got a lift from someone who couldn’t stay.”
 
   “I want to help,” he said.  “I’m so sorry for what happened.”
 
   “I know,” she said.
 
   “But my mother, are you going to say anything?  Are you going to tell them what happened?  I need to know.”
 
   She looked to him.  He was about to cry.  He was about to move but without destination.  It was true desperation.  He was trying to leave his body, she thought.
 
   “I’m not going to say anything but you have to do something about her.  She needs to go somewhere.  She needs to be put away.”
 
   “Please,” he said.  “If anyone found out about this we’d be run out of town.”
 
   “You can’t fix this.  This wasn’t your fault.”
 
   He began to cry.  It bubbled from him as he tried to suppress the sounds and physical symptoms.  
 
   “I don’t know what I am going to tell them but I won’t say anything about her, not right now, but I don’t know if I can see you again.”
 
   He sat back from her and she let go of his arm.  He retreated to the door of the car, his hands went to his thighs where he gripped the denim.
 
   “Please,” he said.
 
   “I can’t stay here.”
 
   She turned away and he let out a moan.  She got to her feet, turned on the asphalt and looked back in to him.  
 
   “I’ll call Kevin, but you need to leave,” she said.
 
   She backed away and closed the car door before turning away and walking into the hospital.  He watched the doors close behind her and she was gone.  He couldn’t see her anymore.  He wanted to do the romantic thing.  He wanted to run after her.  He wanted to hold her hand and be there for her but then he thought about what she said.  If he went inside there would be questions.  If he went inside it would be yet another thing that strange Simon Winters boy would be associated with, be responsible for, and they would be saying he had done it, he had attacked her.
 
   Simon drove off, out of the lot, and made it a hundred yards before he pulled into another parking lot, drove to the section farthest away from the main doors, parked his car and began to cry openly.  He lost himself in the pain and feeling of it.  At one point when it felt like there were no more tears he moved his jaw as if he wanted to yell but nothing came out.  He punched and grabbed at the steering wheel, tried to damage it in some way so at least that would be real.  In doing so he hit the horn making it sound, an unexpected noise that in his state caused him to hold his breath and freeze until he realized just what he had done, just how silly it sounded, just how silly he looked, and he began to laugh.
 
    
 
   *******
 
    
 
   Sitting in his underwear at Thad’s dining room table just after eleven at night Kevin looked at the blank word application document on his laptop as he tried to think over the book he had just finished reading earlier that day.  He needed to come up with a reaction paper by the next morning, something clear and reasonable, but he was more than a little distracted as he heard Thad in the kitchen cooking a late snack.  He looked to the older man who stood in just an apron and nothing else.  He noted the small of the man’s back and muscled buttocks from regular marathon training.  Kevin bit his lip and was about to give up on his homework but Thad saw him and pointed an accusing finger at him.
 
   “Back to work young man,” he said.
 
   “Or what?” Kevin asked sarcastically.
 
   “Don’t tempt me,” Thad replied.
 
   Kevin was about to tempt him, though he had never raised a hand to the younger man it was a joke between them that almost always got pushed to the limit, when he heard a familiar tone that he recognized as his ring tone for Heather.
 
   “I have to get that,” he said.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “It’s Heather.  After everything that happened with her father it’s been tough running the coffee shop alone.”
 
   Kevin jumped to his feet.
 
   “Where did I put my phone?”
 
   “Wherever you left your pants.  The bedroom,” Thad answered.
 
   Kevin ran down to the bedroom and found his pants, found his phone and answered it.  He sat and had a smile on his face, was ready to offer nearly any comfort she needed.
 
   “Hello,” he said.
 
   “Hey Kevin, I need a ride.  I’m at the hospital.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s a long story.  Can you pick me up?”
 
   “Well, I’m at a friend’s house and I don’t have my car.”
 
   “I really need this,” she said.
 
   “Maybe, let me find out,” Kevin said before he muted the phone and got to his feet.  He walked the distance back to Thad and leaned against the refrigerator.
 
   “Can you drive me to pick Heather up?” he asked.
 
   “We’d have to get dressed first,” he answered.  “Oh shit, was that still on?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  I have her on mute.  Hold on.”  He turned mute off and pressed the phone to his ear and told her they’d be there in minutes.
 
   “Where are we going?” Thad asked.
 
   “The hospital,” Kevin said.
 
   When they got into the car to leave Kevin was thoughtful enough to sit in the back seat of Thad’s car because he didn’t want her to feel like cargo.  Thad didn’t ask him about it though he was feeling his own anxiety of having a stranger sitting beside him for the drive back.
 
   At the hospital Heather was waiting for them on the bench by the doors, a patch clearly visible on her forehead.  She stepped to the car and was surprised to be offered the passenger seat but she took it easily and closed the car door.  They sat without speaking for a moment before Thad pulled away and began the short drive back to his house.
 
   “Are you okay?” Kevin asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said.
 
   “This is Thad,” Kevin said.
 
   “Hi Thad,” she replied.
 
   Thad tried to look to her, tried to look over his shoulder to Kevin, but finding he couldn’t offer either of them comfort he focused back on the road to try and make it as easy and quick a drive as possible.  They were almost there when Kevin reached up to her shoulder and gripped it causing her to let out a small scream before she caught herself and suppressed the urge.  He let go of her shoulder and retreated.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said.
 
   “No, no, it’s just tonight I’m jumpy,” she said.
 
   “We’re here,” Thad said.
 
   He turned into the driveway and pulled to his usual spot before parking and turning off the car.  It was enough to focus on the usual actions as he let Kevin step in to guide her up to the front door.  He held the door for them, closed and locked it behind them.  He offered them a drink.
 
   “Glass of water,” she said.
 
   “Me too,” Kevin said.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind if I drink something stronger,” Thad said.
 
   Kevin looked to him unsure if it was the situation or the friend that bothered him as he led her to the chair where he had been doing his homework.  She sat and leaned against the back, let out a sigh.  Kevin moved a chair to her side and took hold of her hand which she welcomed, running a thumb over his knuckles before Thad set down two bottles of water and walked to the far end of the room with a beer in his hand.
 
   “Are you going to tell us what happened?” Kevin asked.
 
   “It was Simon’s mother,” she said.
 
   Kevin and Thad looked to each other, then back to Heather who took a long drink of water before she started to tell them her story.  Afterwards they sat in silence for a moment before Thad asked her to stay the night.  She said she would and thanked him.   Thad and Kevin made up the couch with spare sheets and pillows.  Heather watched them, thought about how familiar Kevin was to know where everything was, but not because he slept on the couch, no this was his boyfriend.  She realized she knew the man.  He had taken her senior photographs like most of the rest of the school.  Did he take Kevin’s?  Was that how they met?
 
   The age difference became more apparent over the minutes she watched them work together.  How many years?  She smiled.  Kevin noticed and was about to ask but she dismissed it with a wave of her hand.
 
   “Thank you, I really need to get to sleep,” she said.
 
   “Do you want something to help you sleep?” Thad asked.
 
   “Sure,” she said.
 
   She moved to the couch, pulled back the top sheet and sat.  Thad left the room and Kevin moved to sit beside her.  They smiled at each other.
 
   “Your friend?” she asked.
 
   “My friend,” he answered.
 
   “He’s nice,” she said.
 
   “Very nice,” he replied.
 
   “I recognize him.  He did my class photos.”
 
   “Mine too,” he said.
 
   She rolled her eyes and he let out a nervous laugh.  For a moment things seemed fine until she thought about what had happened and what she still had to deal with tomorrow and the foreseeable future and then she let out a sigh.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   “What do I do now?  I really liked him but this isn’t the normal in-law kind of thing.  This is serious.  She tried, could have, killed me.  I was this close to death.”
 
   He winced.
 
   “What did you tell the people in the emergency room?  Are you going to file charges?  You need to think about it.  She’s crazy.  She could harm someone.  She could kill you or even Simon.”
 
   “I told him she should be locked away but I don’t think he’ll do anything.”
 
   “Then you have to,” he said.
 
   “I don’t know.  It’s complicated.  And everything with my father, dealing with the coffee shop alone, having to do everything.  I’ve lost customers.”
 
   “I’ll help you any way I can,” he said.
 
   She looked him in the eye.
 
   “My knight,” she said.  “But I don’t think there is very much you can do.”
 
   Thad stepped into the room and cleared his throat to get their attention before he walked to her and handed her two pills and a glass of water.  She took the pills and drank all of the water.  Thad told her where the bathroom was and to not worry about waking them in the middle of the night if she needed anything before he looked to Kevin and invited him to follow with a motion of his head.  
 
   Kevin felt a chill in his spine as he had never had another man invite him in such a way in front of anyone.  He got to his feet and stepped to Thad.  They looked to her and she shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “Goodnight,” Kevin said.
 
   “Goodnight,” Thad said.
 
   “Thanks guys,” she replied.
 
   They walked out together.  Thad took hold of him as they walked down the hallway, up the stairs, and to his bedroom where he closed the door.  They stripped out of their clothes and began their normal bedtime rituals.  They were almost comfortable when a thought occurred to Kevin.
 
   “She recognized you,” he said.
 
   “What?  Oh, you mean I took her senior photos?  Of course, I took almost everyone’s photo.  I can’t say I remember her though.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20 - Proof of Having Been
 
    
 
   Everything has been put away and cleaned, Simon thought, there was no more evidence, no proof of what happened, and yet there was a pain in his stomach and his chest that had he been older he would have thought it was a heart attack.  It felt almost as intense as the pain in his thighs and buttocks from the whipping she had given him upon his return.  In that same place as it had been years before until the sin was beaten from him, his brain was rendered useless, and his body, his skin throbbed with each heartbeat.  He had almost refused her.  He had thought about fighting her, but then he thought about Heather and that he wanted to see her again.  By giving in he thought he could guarantee something... if not her permission, then at least her good grace.
 
   Why did his mother have to ruin things?  Why did she have to be the way she was?  No, more importantly why did she have to be his mother?  We don’t choose family, he answered.  We are born into it.  We are a product of it.  We are a part of it.  And we cannot easily leave it.  Her illness had gotten worse.  It was one thing to take out her violence on him with beatings and spankings but this, attacking his girlfriend with a knife, was something else.  Oh god, would she even still be his girlfriend?  Was there a relationship after this?  Could she still trust him?  What about his mother?  She had said to put her somewhere.  Like prison?  Like an asylum?  She had been to a mental hospital before several times, a few when he was young and once he had her committed himself after he returned but she didn’t stay long.  She could be convincing, intelligent, and aware when she needed to be.  She could get out of those places.  
 
   No, the next thing was prison, but he hated the very feeling of that idea.  Prisons did not change a person.  Prisons were there for punishment.  How much punishment did she need?  One month or six months, three years or five years, and it wouldn’t be easy to slide her past the mental hospital.  No, if she said the right thing his mother might not even make it to prison.  
 
   What was left?  A therapist who she would visit once a week, once a month, and maybe he’d prescribe something else that her family doctor wouldn’t but he hated the idea of drugs, of doping her up so she would be more compliant.  No, she hated drugs, and he hated them too.  That was why she turned to the church.  She went at least every Sunday, sometimes more if she felt the need, but it didn’t actually do anything for her.  What god could she pray to that would leave her this way?  What god would keep him beholden to her?  What god that could not, did not, punish her or stop her?
 
   No, there was no satisfaction there and he felt the compulsion again to take the knife up.  Maybe he’d have to stab her or maybe he could get her to stab herself but it wouldn’t make any difference because he would be supplying the knife.  Murder or suicide but there was no justice to her death.  Besides the knife would be too bloody, and even if she killed herself there would still be suspicions.  The town would think he did it.  That would be the end of him and any hope of a relationship with Heather.  
 
   It had to be something else, like maybe falling down the stairs.  He could drag her there or else wait for some opportunity.  But when would be the right time?  How would she fall?  Would she be guaranteed to die?  If she didn’t, if she was still alive, then he’d have to finish her.  But how could he do that without leaving any evidence?  A pillow left fibers, fingers left choke marks.  And worse she could be seriously injured and completely dependent on him for everything including all of her personal care.  He shuttered at the idea of bathing her, dressing her, and putting her to bed.  At the very least if she died he’d still be a suspect.
 
   No, he told himself, he had to wait it out, see what Heather said and take it from there.  In some way the best thing would be for her to be locked up and then maybe he could leave her, leave town.  He had his escape plan, his life raft, of nearly twenty-five thousand dollars in cash and funds in a savings account.  That would be enough to start somewhere else, start over.  Heather could go with him.  She would have to leave her father but maybe she would do it.  
 
   They could go anywhere, maybe drive across the country until they found a place.  Maybe they could start a business or she could go to college and he’d get a job somewhere even though there wasn’t much need for someone with a G.E.D. and no work experience.  He’d work anywhere, he told himself, any menial job just to be away from here, and yet it was a fantasy because he didn’t even know if Heather really liked him, if she still liked him.  It was a familiar pain from when his father had left him.  
 
   Eight years old at the time, and his father had moved out of the house for work.  That was one thing, something he barely noticed because his father returned almost every weekend and for holidays but it didn’t feel right.  It went on for a year and it felt like his father was always lying to him, especially as he gave him a number to call to talk, to ask for help.  He had called only once and got a woman.  There were children in the background.  Was she a girlfriend?  Was his father living with another woman and with children.  Did he have a new family?  It was only made worse as his father tried to explain away everything, tried to make him unsure of what he had heard until there was no point in arguing.  He never called back.  
 
   But that was only one incident.  He still came that weekend and successive weekends until there was the big argument between his parents.  They were threatening each other with divorce.  They were threatening each other.  His father didn’t come back for a few weeks but they talked on the phone a couple of times.  His father promised to stay in touch, promised to take him on vacation, and take him on trips, but they felt like more lies.  And then suddenly it was over.  He stopped calling.  There were no more visits, no more promises and no more lies.  Simon didn’t think much of it at first.  After about nine months he remembered thinking about his father, trying to wish him into existence on some night he was arguing with his mother but he wasn’t there and he didn’t call that phone number.  He didn’t want to speak to that other woman.  Eventually he forgot about the man in his daily life, in his need for some other parent and it was just him and his mother.  
 
   His thoughts were broken by the sound of Conrad coming into the house.  Simon was flat on his back on his own bed by then and he didn’t move even though he had an impulse to do so.  He had an impulse to go to Conrad right then and tell him about his mother, Heather, and what happened, to try and work out some plan.  But there was no plan to work out.  Conrad was terrible with plans.  Conrad didn’t make plans.  He would only think the worst.  He would worry about his own safety, maybe he’d leave or maybe he’d threaten to do something himself.  He could call the police.  No, Conrad wouldn’t have a solution, he told himself.  
 
   And yet the pain in his stomach felt worse, because wasn’t that what people were for, to help you in times of need.  Simon closed his eyes as he felt himself about to cry.  His eyes watered so he opened them again to let the tears be contained there as little pools of water until they dried out.  He wouldn’t give the satisfaction of crying over something like this.  He had been through worse.  And yet it still hurt, he could still feel, and the worst sensation was the emptiness and the loneliness.  He balled his fist and opened his mouth to cry out but there was no noise, no sense in making any.  He knew he had to keep it all inside but when he closed his eyes to keep the feeling he felt the tears roll down his cheeks and he began to sob, little, almost controlled spasms that moved from his gut up into his face.  
 
   It all had been something.  This life it had to mean something.  His suffering had to have a reason.  And yet there was nothing, no one there to witness it so it felt like it had no meaning at all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21 - Friends Like These
 
    
 
   Without DJ at the bar Conrad was desperate for new clients, addicts and dealers to get rid of his stash.  If he was going to run then it had to be with cash because there was too much risk in pills.  He had spent the days following his tryst with DJ in any public space he could find.  He lingered in the library, the coffee shop, every restaurant, and store, trying to find someone who looked like they did drugs but could also be approached, someone maybe even weaker than himself.  But there didn’t seem to be another person, not anyone like DJ.  
 
   In a town like this a person could get his head caved in just for being gay let alone looking at someone else funny or asking them if they were interested in drugs.  Finally at the gas station as he was buying a bottle of water and a snack he thought he found the perfect person.  
 
   Lean with a slight limp to his walk he was taller than Conrad but looked fragile, his jeans sagged down around his ass showing a nice area of boxers.  He wore a long sleeve shirt under a t-shirt, a wool cap.  Conrad paused at the door to watch him.  His fingernails were long, hands were dirty.  He bought a pack of cigarettes with wrinkled dollar bills and loose change.  
 
   Conrad stepped outside and moved along the wall until he came to a spot where he could stand.  He spotted someone who could be a friend of the guy inside so he tried to size him up without drawing attention.  The friend was skinny and short with long hair but he looked just as strung out.  Sure enough when the guy from inside came out they met up and shared the cigarettes.  This is my moment, Conrad thought.  He pushed himself from the wall and approached them.
 
   “Hey, can I uh bum one of those?” Conrad asked.
 
   The tall skinny one looked around before he said, “yeah sure” and then offered a cigarette to Conrad.  The shorter one looked Conrad over from his feet to his head then back down before he seemed to relax.
 
   “I’m new in town,” Conrad said.  “I’m staying with a friend but he doesn’t really know where any of the parties or anything are happening, not for people our age.  The bars are all full of old bastards.  I saw you inside and I thought maybe you know a thing or two.”
 
   “Who’s your friend?” the tall one asked.
 
   “Simon Winters,” Conrad said.
 
   “Really?”
 
   Conrad nodded.
 
   “Holy shit, I’ve heard of him, a real psycho.  Why are you staying there?”
 
   “Uh, we’re, uh, cousins,” Conrad answered.
 
   “My name is Tim and this is Elliot,” the tall one said.
 
   “I’m Conrad.”
 
   They shook hands.  And then Conrad put his hands back in his pockets and they looked around.  
 
   “So what are you looking for?” Tim asked.
 
   “I’m just looking to have a good time.  Simon is kind of a prude, you know, and I’ve been living in the city for a few years.  He doesn’t think people here in this small town party like they do in the city but I told him someone has to know how to have a good time.”
 
   “We know how to have a good time,” Tim said.
 
   “Yeah, if you want to come hang out with us we can show you how we do it here.”
 
   Conrad looked around the parking lot again.  The earth felt heavy beneath his feet, the motion of the cars and people was too much.  He needed an escape.  He nodded and they ushered him along back to their apartment just off Main Street in a building that looked like it should have been condemned.  He followed them up old, narrow stairs, down a long, skinny hallway to an apartment.  Tim opened the door with a key and stepped inside first.  Elliot paused to let Conrad go ahead of him and for a moment he wanted to stop, wanted to run away.  This is how bad things happen, he told himself.  But he went ahead anyway.  
 
   When he saw Tim sit on an old couch and turn on the television it was a comforting act so he relaxed and went to sit beside him.  Elliot retrieved three beers and passed them out before going to sit in a lawn chair next to the couch.  Conrad smiled to them, raised his can to cheer them, and drank deeply.
 
   “Enough of that,” Tim said before letting out a burp.  “Time to get down to business.  Hey, do you have some money to chip in?”
 
   Conrad nodded and reached into his pocket.  He pulled out a few bills and dropped them on the table, still unsure what they would be used for but in need of this, this act, this scene, this punishing reality.  Tim got up and left the room.  For a moment Conrad thought he would return with a gun, maybe a baseball bat or some other weapon, and he’d be robbed, maybe worse.  Tim came back into the room with a little bag of powder and a mirror with a razor blade.
 
   “Cocaine, here?” Conrad asked.
 
   “It passes through town,” Tim said.
 
   “We have some connections,” Elliot said.
 
   “Since you’re the guest you can go first,” Tim offered.  He began to prepare the powder on the mirror.
 
   “Thanks,” Conrad said.  “I haven’t done coke in a long time.”
 
   He was tempted to roll a twenty dollar bill to try and look cool, maybe impress them, but he settled for a straw instead and snorted a line.  There was an initial burn in his nose that happened when anything was snorted, a feeling as if he had sucked his face down through his throat, and then it hit him.  His nerves felt like fireworks and he became aware of the tension in his shoulders and his feet.  These guys are okay, he told himself.  
 
   Eventually Tim brought out the marijuana and rolled a joint to flatten out their energy level because they were beginning to feel like something needed to be done.  They took turns drinking, smoking, and snorting until someone decided to buy pizza with the cash on the table.  Elliot ordered and almost an hour later he paid the delivery guy at the door.  He set the pizza on the coffee table amongst everything else, knocked an empty beer can to the floor and everyone ignored it.  Conrad sat back in the old couch and gripped the arm rest.  
 
   Reality was clear to him.  He could see himself there on the couch.  It was like an out of body experience.  He could see himself as an object in space.  I’m so little, he thought, I can’t stay this way.  He let out a laugh as he was unsure if he had actually spoken the words or somehow the guys heard him, could understand him just from his body language, or maybe they were having the same experience.  This can’t stop.  I need to keep going.  This town can’t hold me. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Elliot asked.
 
   Tim moved to him, slapped him gently on the face, took hold of his chin.  Their guest had lost control in just a few hours.  He thought about rolling him then and taking him somewhere but they didn’t know anything about him.  He was from the city and maybe he had some money.  He slapped him again and turned to the pizza, got himself a slice and told Elliot not to worry about it, they’d deal with it later.
 
   Hours later, Conrad awoke with a jerk of his body.  He was warm and covered in a blanket, but nothing else was familiar.  His nose was against the back pillow of a couch that smelled of dry rot.  And he wasn’t wearing any clothes, or at least many clothes.  He reached down to his crotch to feel his briefs were still there.  He rolled onto his stomach to relieve the pressure in his kidneys, a bit of an erection helped too, but he was suddenly embarrassed as he looked over to see Elliot in the lawn chair.  
 
   Luckily the room was dark, especially where he was and Elliot probably couldn’t see everything.  How did this happen?  Did the guys strip me?  Did I do anything with them?  How did I get fucked up so quickly?  It had been years since he took so many drugs in such a short amount of time.  He reached down and tucked his dick between his thighs, rolled to his side and sat up a little.  At least my asshole doesn’t hurt, he thought, though he’d have to double check it in private.
 
   “Where are my clothes?” he asked.
 
   “On the floor,” Elliot said.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “You took them off.  You said you were tired and needed some sleep.”
 
   “I did?  I must have blacked out,” he said.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  It happens to everyone.”
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   “Almost nine o’clock,” Elliot said.
 
   “Really?”
 
   Conrad sat up, his dick felt relaxed but the urge, pain, to urinate was worse.  He pulled the blanket aside and picked up his jeans, put his feet inside and stood to pull them up around his waist.  He checked to make sure everything was still in his pockets.  Elliot hadn’t moved.  
 
   “How much did I drink?”
 
   “I’m not even sure.  You drank more than us though.”
 
   “Do I owe you guys anything?”
 
   “Not today, but if you come by any party favors we could do it again.”
 
   “Yeah, really?”
 
   “Of course,” Elliot answered.
 
   “Man, I really need to pee,” Conrad said.
 
   “That way, the light is still on.  I think Tim is in there but don’t worry he’s probably passed out too.”
 
   Conrad looked up to see a sliver of light from around a hallway corner inside the apartment.  His feet felt weighed down but he knew he needed to move.  He realized he was shirtless but that was less important than relieving himself.  He walked towards the light, down the little hallway and to the bathroom door that was partially open.  He entered to find Tim was asleep in the bathtub, naked and on his back.  There was no water but he looked wet from his bellybutton to his face and even his hair.  His pubes were wet.  He smelled of urine.
 
   He pissed on himself, Conrad thought, how funny, maybe I could piss on him too.  He looked out into the hallway and thought about Elliot.  It was risky enough that Tim might wake up while he was doing it, or maybe think he urinated on him anyway even if he used the toilet, but to actually do it was crossing a line.  No, he lifted the lid to find a toilet bowl that looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in years.  He pissed into the toilet and closed the lid as quietly as he could.  He rubbed at his face and looked at himself in the crusty mirror.  I’m messed up but at least I’m not in a tub with my own piss all over myself.  He shook his head and headed out to the living room.  He found his shirt among some trash and finished dressing.
 
   “Call tomorrow and we’ll do something,” Elliot said.
 
   Conrad pulled out his phone and asked for their numbers.  He typed them into his phone and put them under the proper names before he thanked his new friend and began to exit.  Amazing what a person can do when they’re trashed, he told himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22 - Fit to Print
 
    
 
   Wherever Kevin went, whatever he did, he kept thinking about the cut across Heather’s forehead, picking her up from the hospital, and the way she looked when they dropped her off the next morning back at her house.  There was something that had to be done.  He had to do something to stop her from continuing the relationship.  The Winters family was dangerous.  Simon had stabbed someone and now his mother had attacked Heather with a knife, cut her clean across the forehead.  How bad did it have to get?
 
   He called Thad while taking a break from class.  It was Thad’s idea to do some research at the newspaper and the library, find all of the articles about the Winters family.  He started with the databases, moved on to the scanned files of microfiche, and then decided to ask his boss for help.  He took the man a cup of coffee and a donut when he knew he wouldn’t be busy.
 
   It was easy to come up with everything he wanted, everything that would give her reason to doubt, to not trust, Simon.  It wouldn’t be easy in a small town like this but Simon had once kept to himself and he could easily do it again.  
 
   That night he drove to Heather’s home after she had gotten back from work and knocked on her door.  She welcomed him inside gratefully and showed him to the kitchen where she was brewing coffee and snacking on an unsold donut.
 
   “Do you want one?” she asked.
 
   “No thanks,” he said.  “And coffee at this hour?”
 
   “I can drink a cup and go right to sleep,” she said.
 
   “I’ve got some things I want to show you.”  He moved back through the house to the dining room where he turned on the room light, placed his bag on the table, and sat.  He pulled out several folders, looked into the top one to make sure before he slid it across the surface for her.  She walked in with her coffee and donut and sat across from him.  
 
   “What’s this?” she asked.  “Research for your project?”
 
   “Not exactly,” he said.  “I need you to look inside.”
 
   “Do you mind if I get powdered sugar on them?”
 
   “No,” he said.
 
   She licked her fingers then dried them on her jeans before she opened the folder.  She looked at the contents briefly then to him.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “I need you to look at everything,” he said.
 
   Words and phrases like ‘suspicious death’, ‘terminally ill’, ‘mercy killing’, ‘police investigation’, ‘corroborating evidence’, ‘unsubstantial’, and ‘inconclusive’ stuck out to her as she looked over the photocopied articles about Simon’s mother.  The few about Simon said less.  
 
   “What am I supposed to make of this?”
 
   “His mother is crazy,” Kevin said, “like homicidal crazy.”
 
   “Well, we kind of knew that.” She pointed to her forehead.  “And this doesn’t really say much.  People die in hospitals.”
 
   “I thought you’d be suspicious,” he said.
 
   He pulled another folder from his bag and laid it on the table, opened it, and pulled out another photocopied article.  He had highlighted the headline, Simon Winters Sr. Disappears, Leaves Debt.  He slid the paper to her and she picked it up.  She looked it over carefully, read a few paragraphs.
 
   “His father was a deadbeat?”
 
   “The article says that he had books about creating a new identity, a hidden room, and all of the stuff to do it.  I’m thinking of two reasons he would want to runaway.  One is debt and the other--”
 
   “--Is Simon’s mother, as in she was so scary that he created a new identity and fled the area.  They were divorced.  She’s barely a hundred pounds.  I’m scared of her but she had a knife.”
 
   “And maybe she killed him, got rid of the body, and made it look like he fled.  Maybe she knew about his plan for a new, secret identity and she got angry.”
 
   “Okay,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders.  She let the paper fall to the table and it drifted back towards him before it settled.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “So what, I’m not going to see him anymore.”
 
   “It might not be that easy.  I talked to my boss at the newspaper and he said there were lots of rumors around town he couldn’t print.  He said that Simon was infatuated with Josh’s younger sister Lucy.  You see they were in the same grade and he used to follow her home.  She used to think someone was spying on her and then one night they caught him.  It was the summer before the stabbing.  He was outside her window masturbating.  Of all things it was his mother that actually caught him.  She created this whole scene, the neighbors and everyone saw.  She dragged him home and nothing was done about it.  People didn’t see him the rest of the summer except at church.  Then, there was some kind of confrontation after school started and he stabbed him.  I’m not one to defend jocks and the rich people in town but he stabbed a guy.”
 
   Her jaw was clenched tight as she stared at him.  She pushed away from the table and got to her feet.  The boy, the young man, who had been so nice in bed might not be so nice after all.  She stepped to the kitchen counter and picked up a cup, poured herself some more coffee.
 
   “He’s dangerous is all I’m trying to say,” Kevin added.
 
   It was too much.  He had gone too far.  She set down the cup and turned on him.
 
   “I said I’m not going to see him again.  If he comes around I’ll be nice and if it turns into something else I’ll get a restraining order.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23 - Two Targets
 
    
 
    
 
   Tim and Elliot weren’t to be trusted but they were his two new contacts in town, Conrad told himself, and as long as they had reason to fear him they’d have to pay up.  He rolled to his feet and sat up on the side of the bed to rub his face, then stretch his arms and get up from the bed.  He adjusted himself in his underwear and looked to the closet where he felt like someone was watching him.  Get a good show?  He checked the nightstand drawer to make sure his pistol was still there.
 
   Even if they don’t have the money they have to know someone who does, he thought.  They have to have connections either higher up or lower down.  He got his cell phone from his jeans on the floor and checked the time.  It was after one o’clock in the afternoon.  He looked to the illuminated window with drawn white curtains and heard the sounds of birds chirping before he looked back to the phone and found Elliot’s number and called.  He pressed the phone to his ear and opened the drawer again to find his bottle of pills.  He popped the lid off and carefully knocked two Ritalin out onto the surface.  He sat and picked up a small mortar and pestle from beside the bed.  There was still no answer.  He placed the pills in the mortar and began to slowly grind them down with the pestle.  He heard a voicemail message so he set the phone down, poured the powder on to the table, pulled a straw out of the drawer.  He snorted a line.  
 
   There was the initial burn in his nose and then he felt the drug waking him up, kick starting his brain and nervous system.  He looked to the phone and realized it was still on.  He picked it up in a panic to delete the message and any evidence it might hold but wasn’t sure which button he should press.  
 
   “Fuck it,” he said before ending the call.  
 
   He found Tim’s number.  There was an answer on the second ring.  
 
   “Hello?” Tim asked.
 
   “Hey this is Conrad.  Elliot gave me your number.  We uh, had that little party yesterday.  Listen I have some catering supplies and I thought we might hang out today, maybe invite some other people.  What do you say?”
 
   “I say it sounds like fun,” Tim replied.  “Where are you?”
 
   “I’m at my place right now but I can meet you somewhere soon,” Conrad replied.
 
   “Meet us at the gas station like yesterday.  I have to get something to eat and we have some errands to run.”
 
   Conrad smelled himself for the first time and he was pretty ripe.  He cringed at the odor and turned his nose away disgusted at himself.
 
   “How about an hour?  I have to get cleaned up first.”
 
   “No problem,” Tim said.
 
   “See you then,” Conrad replied before ending the call.  
 
   He looked to the closet again, pointed the gun there.  My finger is on the trigger, he thought, I could shoot you full of holes.  The thoughts seemed ridiculous.  There was no one there.  He laughed to himself and put the gun away but opened the drawer just after he closed it and looked at it.  
 
   Maybe I should take it with me?  Maybe I’ll need this to give them something to fear?  He shook his head.  If he got picked up with a gun, seen with a gun, then it was all over.  No, he had to be reasonable at first, go unarmed.  There was nothing to prove completely in this second meeting, but if they double crossed him and he could make it back, then it was all over for them.  He smiled and closed the drawer.
 
   Thirty minutes later he was ready to go out.  He assembled his collection of pills in a satchel bag, except for a few Ritalin he left in his night stand and headed out of the house to his car.  He threw the bag in the passenger seat, thought better of it, and moved it to the trunk.  He checked himself in the rear view mirror and barely looked around at anything else before he drove away.  
 
   He had barely seen Simon or his mother in the last day or so, he thought, definitely didn’t see Heather or Kevin.  He thought about DJ working at the bar, about his ass and the way he looked in a white shirt.  He felt his mind drifting as he drove but he told himself it didn’t matter much because these were easy roads to manage.  
 
   It was easy to get to the gas station.  He only waited a few seconds for a car to pass before making the left hand turn into the lot.  He pulled to the side of the store where he saw Tim and Elliot standing against the wall.  Their clothes were all wrong but he couldn’t help but think of Jay and Silent Bob.  He let out a laugh and shook his head before turning off the car and exiting it.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Tim asked.
 
   “Nothing, don’t worry about it, something I was thinking about on the car ride over.  Did you get something to eat?”
 
   “Microwavable burrito,” Tim answered.
 
   Conrad let out another laugh but felt his own hunger pain and told them he’d have to get something to eat.  He made his way inside and began to look for something to eat but was quickly annoyed by the place’s lack of diversity, especially for good food.  
 
   Just another small town gas station, he thought.  He was about to give up and leave when he thought about the burrito.  It’s something, he thought before getting himself one and using the open microwave in the corner.  He waited and listened to the other customers and cashier who talked about the weather and other small town subjects.  I hate this place, he thought, I wish it would burn down.  
 
   The microwave dinged and he took out his burrito, used two napkins to carry it to the counter along with a bottle of soda.  He paid and exited the store, back around the side to where Tim and Elliot stood.  He moved to stand next them and lifted the burrito to his nose.  It smelled of beans and seemed to have enough integrity that it wouldn’t fall apart in his hands.  He ate in mostly silence until there were only a few bites left and he was feeling full.  He looked at the rest of it disgusted by what he had just ingested.  He carried it to a nearby garbage can and threw it away, went back to Tim and Elliot and signaled for them to get into the car.  
 
   Tim sat in the passenger seat and Elliot in the back.  Conrad drove the familiar path back to their place and parked in a nearby lot.  He was about to get out but something didn’t feel right so he stopped and signaled for them to wait.  He was worried they just wanted to party.
 
   “Listen, I have some pills, grade A pharmaceuticals, but I’m not looking to party.  I’m looking to get rid of them.”
 
   Tim looked to Elliot, then back to Conrad and nodded.
 
   “I have a bag full.  I want to do one big deal.  I need to get out of this town.”
 
   Conrad nodded.
 
   “Do you know one person or a few people who might be interested?”
 
   “Well, I’m not sure,” Elliot said.
 
   “Of course,” Tim replied.  “But this isn’t some kind of undercover thing right?  You’re not going to bring in some detectives or something?”
 
   Conrad thought about the day before and waking up in his underwear.  He thought about Tim naked in the bathtub and Elliot in the lawn chair in the living room.  He would have been the worst undercover cop.
 
   “No cops,” Conrad said.
 
   “Good, I just had to ask.  I mean it’s too good to be true.  How much are you looking to make?”
 
   “I have close to a thousand dollars worth but I’ll let it go for seven-fifty or eight hundred.  I’m not expecting to get city prices here.”
 
   “That’s still a lot of product and a lot of cash,” Tim said.
 
   “Can you do it?”
 
   Tim and Elliot looked each other in the eye.  Conrad felt uncomfortable by their silence but he was also desperate.  Part of him wanted to bail right then on the idea but he remembered other times and similar situations that worked out just fine.  You can’t control the details, he told himself, just let it go.
 
   “We can do it,” Tim said.
 
   “How soon?”
 
   “Today probably,” Tim said, “this evening for sure.  We can get the cash to you by like eight o’clock.”
 
   “The bag is in the trunk.  I’ll call you every hour to see how things are going.  Don’t burn me on this.”
 
   Tim let out an nervous, annoyed laugh.
 
   “Of course not,” he said.
 
   Elliot got out.  Tim got out.  Conrad used the lever inside the car to open the trunk and watched in his mirrors as Tim retrieved the bag and the two of them walked away.  Don’t burn me on this, he thought, I know where you live.  He waited until they were out of the lot before he drove away and back to the house.  He pulled to his now usual parking spot and got out of the car.  He looked up the house and all its windows.  
 
   There was nothing there for him.  Simon was some pathetic shell of a man and his mother was worse.  She was the remains of some Sunday School teacher.  He decided he needed a drink and wanted to go to a bar.  He thought about DJ and knew he couldn’t go there but he had seen other bars in town.  But he wasn’t going to go unprepared.  He thought about the gun and decided to retrieve it.  The house felt empty as he moved through it.  The pistol was right where he left it.  He made sure the safety was on before he slid it into his pocket.  He got back into his car and drove away slowly as he thought about the bars he had seen and trying to map his way to one.  He ended up back in town and only a few blocks from Tim and Elliot’s apartment.  He found an empty lot and parked, headed into the bar.
 
   The place was nearly empty with only a few regulars spread out at the bar.  A television was on but there were no other noises, no clack of pool balls, no sound of a jukebox, and no talking.  He went to a stool and sat, an old man stood trying to occupy his time behind the bar approached him.  He ordered a beer.
 
   Drinking at the bar made it easy to check every hour on Tim and Elliot’s progress but when he called Tim said little about who he was calling or how long it would take.  After a few drinks Conrad began to snack on bar food like chips, jerky, and hard boiled eggs until he felt he was too intoxicated.  He made his way into the restroom.  The place was clean enough but wasn’t well maintained, the stall was missing a door.  He laughed at the sight of it.  He realized he was too drunk, looked at himself in the mirror, and realized he had to compose himself.  He nodded at his reflection.
 
   “Get a grip,” he said.
 
   He stood up straight, cleared his throat, and headed back out to the bar where he asked the bartender for a place nearby to eat.  The bartender said there was a Chinese place down the block.  
 
   “I thought that place was closed.  I mean it doesn’t look open for business.”
 
   “Trust me it’s open,” the man said.
 
   Conrad pushed away from the bar and headed out the front door into the blinding sunlight.  He stopped for a moment to shield his eyes and get his bearings.  He thought he knew where the Chinese place was so he started to head in that direction.  He spotted it a few storefronts away but it still looked closed.  He laughed it off and headed there anyway.  The door was surprisingly open and when he entered he found two couples were inside eating.  He made his way to a table away from everyone else.
 
   The waitress looked like a daughter.  The two people working the register and waiting for his order looked like parents, a husband and wife couple.  He ordered by numbers next to pictures on a menu.  He thought for a moment the other couples were staring at him and he realized he probably looked as drunk as he felt so he made an effort to sit up.  When his soft drink arrived he drank it down quickly and asked for a refill.  The young woman was happy to oblige.
 
   The food came hot and well done.  Every little town around there, his own home town even, had a Chinese place just like this.  He had once theorized they were all connected somehow, owned by the same people, maybe as a front for a criminal organization to launder money.  He ate until he felt stuffed and somewhat more sober.  The couples had left by the time he was done.  He called Tim.
 
   “Hey man still no word.  It might take longer than I promised.  What about tomorrow morning?  Could I get it to you then?”
 
   Conrad looked around and saw that only the owners remained so he felt a little confident in letting himself go.
 
   “You promised me today.  I want my fucking money or I want my stuff back.  One or the other.  You have until eight tonight and then I’m going to collect.”
 
   There was a pause and Conrad thought for sure he had them.
 
   “Don’t fucking threaten me.  You’re a nobody in this town.  No one knows you.  We’re doing you a favor so if I say it takes more time then it takes more time.  And don’t you fucking threaten me.  I’ll call you when I’m ready.”
 
   Conrad ended the call, pushed his food dishes away, and got to his feet.  He picked up the bill, pulled a twenty dollar bill from his pocket and dropped them both on the table before he walked away.  He headed back out to the sidewalk, down to the bar.  Inside he ordered another beer and sat on a stool.  He felt angry but he also felt something else.  He felt like things were falling into place, a puzzle was being revealed to him.  He knew what he had to do.  
 
   He drank the beer methodically as he thought over his options.  There weren’t many when doing something illegal.  And he thought back to Marcus, he thought back to Dylan, and how he was a fugitive.  Murder one, he thought, that could be life.  No, he thought, not for me, I’m getting the fuck out of here.  He had two more beers and headed to his car but the motion and the full stomach weren’t agreeing.  He was almost there when he felt the need to vomit.  The contents of his stomach came up without much protest and he spit them out behind the driver’s side tire of his car.  Once, twice, and he fell to his knees, one hand in the gravel and dirt.  He spit out all he could, wiped away the saliva and mess from his mouth, pushed himself to his feet.  
 
   He got to his car, unlocked it, and got inside, stuck his key in the ignition but was afraid to start driving so he relaxed in the seat.  He was asleep in seconds.  It was a deep, restless sleep of only darkness and quiet for a few hours.  He awoke to the sound of people talking beside his car.  He was scared for a moment that it was the cops or that the people had seen him and would call the cops but when he looked they seemed too preoccupied with their own lives, and drunk as well.  He looked around to see other people getting into their cars and realized the bar must have closed.  He waited until most people had driven away before he started his car.  He was tempted to drive back to Simon’s house, get into bed, and fall asleep, but as he thought about the day he couldn’t bring himself to do that.
 
   The drive to the lot where he had dropped off Tim and Elliot was simple and he didn’t even see one police car.  He pulled into a spot and turned off the car, patted the gun in his pocket.  He got out and dashed across the lot.  There were no cars on the street so it was easy to cross to the building.  He made his way inside and to their apartment.  He knocked on the door and pulled out his gun.  They are going to give me everything, he told himself, I’m not going to be burned by two small town thugs.  
 
   The door opened and he saw his first target.  Bam!  The gunshot was louder than he expected and echoed down the hallway and into the room in a sickening, distorted way.  It was too loud, not at all like in the bar.  His ears hummed in pain.  But he had to push ahead.  He stepped into the apartment and saw Tim scrambling for cover behind the far end of the couch.  He fired into the armrest hoping to shoot through it but it didn’t seem to work.  He held the gun on his target as he advanced.  Tim peeked over the couch, then ducked quickly.  Conrad thought he had him but Tim dashed from behind the couch, across the living room, and towards the bedrooms.
 
   Conrad tracked him with his gun but resisted the urge to shoot.  He didn’t have many bullets.  He saw Tim was faster than he had expected and there was a real chance he might get away so he ran after him.  Tim was about to get the door closed when Conrad hit into it full force pushing his way into the bedroom and knocking Tim onto his back.  He turned on the young man with his gun and the advantage of still being on his feet.
 
   “Wait, wait,” Tim said.
 
   “Where’s my fucking drugs?” Conrad demanded.
 
   “In the closet, in the closet, I swear,” Tim said.
 
   “Give them to me along with anything else you got, drugs and money, I want all of it.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” Tim said.
 
   Conrad stepped back to let him get up, watched him move through the room to the closet where he pushed away some clothes to reveal a small safe.  He opened the door without turning the dial once and stepped aside.  Conrad moved closer but left enough distance that he could still shoot Tim if he needed to do it.
 
   “Is that everything?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, everything is in there.  I promise.”
 
   Conrad took out the bottles of pills and put them in his bag, but it wasn’t enough.  He wanted everything just like they had tried to do to him.  He filled his bag with everything else that included some cash, jewelry, and a bag of marijuana.  He looked to Tim who held up his hands in defeat.  Just walk away and keep walking, Conrad told himself, but then he thought about Elliot’s body, the gunshot, and possible neighbors.  He thought about Tim testifying.  Bam!  One more shot and Tim fell clutching his stomach.  He moved to the young man, aimed for his head and fired again.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24 - Lucy Kleinman
 
    
 
   Kevin was flat on his back on the bed in Heather’s room.  He watched the spin of the ceiling fan, movement of light and shadow.  There was an open box of pizza next to him missing three slices.  His one piece, barely eaten was on a plate across the room on a dresser.  He wanted to ask her opinion about Conrad, but more importantly Thad’s recommendation about Conrad.
 
   “You know Thad,” he said.
 
   “Your boyfriend,” she said.
 
   “It’s just that, well, we’ve been together for a while.  I thought it was going really good and we had something but then he kind of threw this curve ball at me.  I was telling him about Conrad and how he came out to me and was hitting on me.  I didn’t really think anything about it.  Maybe, I was just bragging but he starts telling me about how I should go for it.  He was encouraging me to date the guy, or something.  He thought I should have more experiences.”
 
   “Do you want to?”
 
   He looked to his foot as he felt his face warm at the question.
 
   “It’s not like that,” he said, “I’m a very monogamous person.”
 
   “But do you have a future with Thad?  What if he never comes out?  What about after college?  I don’t want to be rude but he is older.”
 
   “See that’s what he was saying but things are different now.  I’m not saying immediately but soon, maybe a few years and it’ll be different.”
 
   She lowered her head at the comment.  It would be a struggle a few years from now too, she thought.  She dried her hand on her pants and moved to the bed where she got herself another piece of pizza.  She wanted to offer him another too but stopped herself.  In many ways coming out was easier than his anorexia, she thought.  He had to deal with his sexuality but eating, that was something else.  No, she told herself, no judgments.
 
   “It might get easier,” she said, “but you never know.  It puts a lot of stress on a relationship.”
 
   “So I should just quit?”
 
   “No, I’m just saying it’s unpredictable, and besides you said he was encouraging you.  He just doesn’t want you to have regrets.”
 
   “But we’re not talking about another student or someone with a job, this is Conrad, Simon Winters friend from juvenile detention.  He’s a criminal.”
 
   “Reformed,” she said.
 
   “Hardly,” Kevin said.  “He’s shady.”
 
   “He’s dangerous but sometimes those boys are the best,” she said.
 
   “Oh yeah, who was your last dangerous boyfriend?” he asked.
 
   “Do you remember Al Reese?”
 
   “You didn’t?”
 
   “Jerked him off in the back of bus,” she said.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Short dick but it was a lot fun.  No one ever found out.  He didn’t tell anyone, which is kind of surprising.”
 
   “No one would have believed him,” Kevin said.  “I still kind of don’t.”
 
   “Yeah well, it was a momentary thing.  He knew there wouldn’t be a relationship.  I think he forgot about it soon after.”
 
   “He didn’t forget about it, trust me.  He just didn’t say anything, probably gave him a lot of confidence.”
 
   “By the next summer he was dating Rachel Hinkle.”
 
   “I don’t know her.”
 
   She shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “The point is that it didn’t mean anything.  We moved on afterwards.”
 
   “So you’re saying I should?”
 
   “I’m saying nothing is certain.  Maybe you’re going in two different directions.”
 
   He let out a grunt of frustration and got to his feet, walked away and around the bed, stopped at the bookshelf.  She watched as he moved his finger across the spines of the books and waited.
 
   “It’s not that answer I wanted to hear,” he said.
 
   “I’m sorry but it’s the truth.  If it was different.  If you’re boyfriend had a job, maybe you two could move somewhere or something but this doesn’t sound like that could happen.  I mean aren’t you leaving after you get your degree?  I would be.”
 
   “I’m not sure,” he said.  “It’s not something I think about.  I get stressed when I do.  It’s like graduating high school all over again.  I hate the idea of having a job and paying bills.”
 
   “Did you think you’d stay here and what?  There aren’t any good jobs.”
 
   “I know.  I just kind saw us living together or something.”
 
   “Maybe you need to talk to him.  Does he want that?”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders.  She stuck her thumbnail between her teeth as she tried to think of something comforting to say to him but the best she could come up with was changing the subject to her own dilemma.
 
   “I’m still thinking about Simon,” she said.  “I can’t stop.”
 
   “His mother is dangerous,” Kevin said.
 
   “Which is why I can’t stop thinking about him.  He’s such a nice guy, really sweet, and he’s in this bad situation, worse than mine.”
 
   “He’s not a stray dog or cat.  If he was he’d be like one of those evil ones in the movies, or at least cursed, you know.”
 
   “He stabbed someone in self-defense.  Okay, maybe his mother is a killer, and maybe she attacked me, but if I could get him to leave her or commit her to some insane asylum...”
 
   Kevin looked to his hands.  He looked to his feet.
 
   “Don’t you want to know more?”
 
   “Like what?” he asked.
 
   “Well, guess what I heard?” she asked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Lucy Kleinman is having a party.”
 
   “And?”
 
   He turned to her and moved back across the room as she turned away to her computer where she stopped the screen saver and looked at the monitor.  
 
   “I want to crash it.”
 
   He winced but moved closer.  He saw on the screen Lucy Kleinman’s personal page and her announcement for a party.
 
   “How did you get this?”
 
   “It turns out I’m friends with someone who is friends with someone.  It doesn’t matter.  She’s basically inviting the whole town.”
 
   “We wouldn’t know anyone,” he said.
 
   “Come on aren’t you curios to see her, see what she’s like?  Don’t you kind of want to see her, out of some morbid curiosity at least?”
 
   “This isn’t a good idea,” he said.  “I hate parties.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25 - Dance Party Plus
 
    
 
   It was pure desperation many days later that Conrad called DJ for one last favor.  It was the fifth time in one day when he answered.  Conrad was in his bedroom and had just finished masturbating.
 
   “I thought I told you not to call me,” DJ said.
 
   “I’m sorry but I need your help.  Look I can cut you in I just need someone with cash.  I’ll even do the hustle myself and still give you a cut.”  Conrad looked down over his body and the mess he had made on his shirt.
 
   “How much?”
 
   “Ten percent,” Conrad said.  He wiped off his hand and relaxed against the pillow.
 
   “Fifty percent,” DJ said.
 
   “Twenty-five,” Conrad replied.
 
   “Fifty,” DJ replied.
 
   “Okay, but I sell for top dollar.”
 
   “You’re not going to get top dollar in this town but I can get close.”
 
   “Call me back with the where and when,” Conrad said.
 
   A few minutes later he received a text message from DJ with an address and a note that said it was a party.  Conrad nodded at the prospect but he began to worry.  He hated working parties, especially as a stranger, but a party meant lots of people, lots of drunk people who might have cash.  He texted back that he would be there.
 
   It was a long wait until the party but Conrad managed to keep himself busy and distracted for the most part until the final hour when he had to shower and get dressed.  He decided to look stylish but casual so he dressed in his cleanest, most expensive clothes and shoes.  Only after he pulled everything on and he felt like he was ready did he feel the anxiety about what he was going to do.
 
   No one knows me, he told himself.  No one knows a thing, they can’t place me at that apartment and they don’t know any other bad thing I’ve done, as long as they didn’t have the gun, but a simple ballistics check...  Yeah, if the police ran a check they might connect him to the shooting in the city but that was miles away and they’d have to have reasonable suspicion anyway.  If there was ever a night he had to tow the line and behave himself it was tonight.  Just one drink to calm the nerves, he said to himself, just one drink and maybe a bump and it will even out.
 
   He copied the address from the message and pasted it into his phone’s GPS direction application.  It wasn’t far away but he’d still drive.  He walked past Simon in the parlor on his way out and thought to say something to him but he decided he didn’t need the extra hassle so he went on without him.  
 
   In the car he felt worse so he took a pill from the bottle and bit it in half, chewed up the part in his mouth and dropped the other in his cigarette box before he lit one and started his car.  He suddenly realized just how dark it was and turned on his headlights.  He shook off the cold and the eerie feeling.
 
   The drive was easy and he pulled to the end of the block past the other cars and parked on the side of the street just in front of stop sign.  He had spotted the party house easily and made his way back to it.  He called DJ as he walked.
 
   “Hello,” DJ said.
 
   “Hey, it’s me.  Where are you?”
 
   “I’m at the party.”
 
   “Okay, meet me out front, I have the pills and some weed.”
 
   He ended the call and made his way up the sidewalk to the lawn where he looked up at the house.  It was large and well shaded with lots of trees.  It had a lawn and lots of space between it and the other houses.  He spotted DJ headed his way and pulled the bottle from his pocket before walking to him.  They met in the middle of the path and Conrad handed over the bag and pulled DJ close.
 
   “Remember I know where you live,” Conrad said.
 
   He tried to pull away but DJ stopped him and pulled him back to whisper in his ear.  DJ was surprisingly strong and mean.
 
   “Don’t try to scare me faggot,” he said.
 
   That was a blow to his ego and it stunned him for a moment as DJ walked away but he decided it wouldn’t stop him and it wouldn’t make him angry.  He walked slowly up the rest of the path to the house as he thought about his options.  He had given most of the pills to DJ to sell.  He’d try to sell a few if he could, if there opportunity presented itself but he suddenly had another idea.
 
   Conrad entered the party with a mission, to make as much money as he possibly could, and with a house this size, the quality of furniture and decorations there were new objectives to find out what was expensive and how to steal it.  DJ would be good on his own.  He knew people.  He was a townie, so they didn’t worry about him working for the cops or looking to burn them for the cash with fake drugs.  
 
   He began to make his way from room to room, giving each one a quick walk through.  He was in the entertainment room when he spotted the two familiar faces of Heather and Kevin.  He waved to them and they waved back.  They were wallflowers and stuck together.  He thought to leave them but decided to be polite and go say hello.  He made his way to them and stepped close because the music was loud.
 
   “How’s it going?” he asked.
 
   “Hey there Conrad,” Heather said.
 
   “Hey,” Kevin replied.
 
   “Some party,” he said.  “I guess everyone in a small town shows up to these.  It seems like everyone is here.”
 
   “We’re not staying long,” Heather said.
 
   “We just came for a drink,” Kevin added.
 
   “Really?  I was hoping maybe we could dance later.”
 
   Kevin shook his head and Heather looked between the two of them out to the center of the room where a few heterosexual couples danced.
 
   “This isn’t a safe place,” Kevin said.
 
   “People don’t know you’re gay?”
 
   “Oh no, they know I’m gay but they don’t tolerate it.”
 
   “Too bad, but don’t let that stop you.  We should hang out while you’re here.  I need to go check on a few things but I’ll be back.”
 
   Heather and Kevin looked to each other and Conrad turned on them.  He walked away through the crowd, out of the room.  There was only one closed door in the hallway and he made his way to it.  He checked to make sure no one was around and tried the handle but it was locked.  The door was thick and dark but the lock was simple.  He double checked no one was around before he took out a plastic card from his wallet and undid the lock, pushed his way inside and closed the door behind him.  He turned on a light to find he was in a home office that looked like it had been decorated out of a catalogue, complete with a large globe of the earth in a corner.  
 
   There has to be something here, he told himself, loose cash or maybe some jewelry.  He spotted a small, wooden humidor on the desk and opened it to find it was full of cigars.  He took one out and sniffed it, bit off the butt and made his way around the desk to the chair where he sat.  He pulled out his lighter and lit the cigar before trying each drawer.  They were mostly full of papers and office supplies but the center drawer was locked just as he expected.  He tapped on the desk a few times impatiently and sat back as he puffed on the cigar.  He felt the impulse to spin so he began to do so when he saw the large window and the open blinds behind the desk.  He jumped to his feet and peeked out but there was little to see except the neighbor’s house so he closed the blinds and was about to go back to the desk when he thought about Simon.
 
   He took his phone from his pocket and sat.  He dialed Simon’s house and he answered on the third ring.
 
   “Hello, Winters residence, this is Simon.”
 
   “Hey man, it’s Conrad and I’m at this party and you’ll never guess who I saw.”
 
   “I don’t know.  Who?”
 
   “I saw Heather.  She’s here with Kevin.  You should come over, apologize or whatever you have to do.”
 
   “Why would I apologize?”
 
   “I don’t know but I guess you did something wrong.  She was around all of the time and then she’s not so I figured something happened.  Besides it’s a party and it would do you some good to get out of that house.  You can’t take care of your mother for the rest of your life.”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “There are a lot of people here, even if you don’t get back together there has to be someone who would give you a chance.”
 
   “You don’t know this town.”
 
   “Everyone keeps saying that, but all these little places are the same.  Don’t forget I used to live in one just like it.”
 
   “Maybe but it doesn’t mean I’m coming,” Simon said.
 
   “You should check it out.  These people are loaded.  I might need an extra hand carrying out all of the loot.”  Conrad tried the center drawer again and felt it give a little.  He was about to pull out his knife when he saw the ornate letter opener and picked it up.  For a moment he was about to jam it into the opening of the drawer but stopped himself when he decided it was too pretty and might be worth something.
 
   “What?  If you get caught stealing they’ll arrest you, or worse.”
 
   “No one is going to catch me.  It’s too easy.  I’m in this guy’s office.  I guess he’s the father and there isn’t much so far but I found a locked drawer and they always have something in there.”
 
   Conrad pulled out his knife and opened it.  He stuck the blade into the opening and worked it until the lock and wood popped and he could pull the drawer open.  There before him was an envelope thick with cash and two rings.  He picked up the cash and began to count it.
 
   “Holy shit,” he said.  “Who would just leave this stuff lying around?”
 
   “What?  What is it?”
 
   “Close to five hundred dollars in cash and some rings.”
 
   “Leave the stuff there,” Simon said.
 
   “Not a chance,” Conrad replied before he pocketed the cash and the rings.
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Are you going to come help me or are you going to call the police?”
 
   “I want to see Heather,” Simon answered.
 
   “Good choice, I’m at some chick’s house named Lucy Kleinman.  It’s supposed to be the biggest party of the year.  I’m surprised even you don’t know about it.  I doubt the neighbor’s even care.  Are you coming?”
 
   “Yeah,” Simon said.
 
   “Good, I’ll keep Heather and Kevin from leaving.  One way or another him and I are going to have a good time.”
 
   Simon ended the call and Conrad shrugged before he tried to stick the letter opener in his pocket only to realize it would jab his leg.  No, the told himself, I have to think bigger, there has to be more free stuff in this house, Lucy and her mother have to be loaded and maybe they have the same security as dear old daddy.  He placed the letter opener back to near where he found it.
 
   “I’ll be back for you,” he said.
 
   He got to his feet and began to walk around the rest of the room.  There was nothing else obvious so he made his way to the door where he readied himself in case someone was on the other side in the hallway.  He opened the door and peeked out to see a couple pass by in the hallway so he waited before opening the door and exiting.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26 - Somewhere Private
 
    
 
   The rest of the house was just as easy for Conrad as the office.  He forced the lock on Lucy’s bedroom, her parents’ bedroom, and her brother’s bedroom.  Even though it looked like neither her nor her brother had lived there in years there were still little things like jewelry and mementos.  When his pockets got too full he found a cloth bag amongst her brother’s possessions and emptied his pockets into it.  At first as he walked with the bag he worried someone might see him and know what he was doing, but then he remembered, no one knows anything.  I’m just another stranger to them.
 
   Though he felt he had anonymity on his side he still hid as much of the bag as he could against his thigh, partially behind his back, and all of the way out to his car where he dropped it in the trunk.  For a moment he felt like leaving until he tapped the bottle in his pocket and he remembered DJ, and Kevin.  
 
   If Kevin was still there he was someone worth going back for to corrupt, he thought.  He smiled and closed the trunk, headed back to the party.  He found Heather and Kevin just about where he had left them.  They looked even more desperate and lonely than before when he had seen them.  He went to get three drinks and for a moment he thought about slipping something in Kevin’s but decided against it because it was too easy to lose track of the cup or get it spilled.  
 
   He walked up to them and handed them each a drink.  They thanked him and he invited them out and to another room that he had found in his search that was quieter and had less people.  The two of them welcomed the change and he led them to a couch where he sat between them.  He downed half of his Tequila laced punch drink and looked to each of them in turn before settling on Kevin.
 
   “So,” he said.
 
   Kevin smiled and shook his head.
 
   “You don’t give up do you?”
 
   “Only when I’m dead,” Conrad answered.  He suddenly turned to Heather who drank slowly from her cup and looked out at the party as if she were analyzing it.  She had found what she wanted when she saw Lucy, everything else, everything after was just boring extras.
 
   “How are you doing?” he asked her.
 
   “Fine,” she said.
 
   “Hey, I called Simon.  I told him you were here.”
 
   “What?”
 
   His statement broke her from her analytical state of mind, woke her up to the real and present existence.  She shook her head a little at Conrad but when she saw Kevin wasn’t very impressed she rolled her eyes.
 
   “He said he’s coming over.  You should go look for him.  If you see him tell him to find me and we’ll talk.”
 
   “What?” she asked again.  She had heard him clearly but the simple explanation was too much.  She got to her feet.
 
   “Where are you going?” Kevin asked.
 
   “I’m going to try and avert a crisis,” she said.
 
   She walked from the room and Conrad turned to Kevin, placed a hand on his thigh and leaned towards his cheek.  
 
   “That got rid of her,” he said.  “Why don’t we show these redneck fucks how us faggot queers kiss?”
 
   Kevin was repulsed by what Conrad said but he was also interested in the sentiment and there was little he could do as Conrad leaned into his lips and kissed him.  For a moment he wanted to stop and get out of there, to run away and maybe, just maybe, bring Conrad with him but there was also great comfort in having someone else there, someone as bold and dangerous as Conrad.  He felt the warmth of him, the pressure of his lips and slick but strong tongue.  They grabbed at each other but Conrad was easily in the lead as he pulled Kevin up onto his lap and pressed one hand into his crotch, the other ran up under his shirt and held him as they kissed.
 
   Neither of them thought of anything else for a long time and they kissed and touched each other until it felt like something had broken in the air.  Kevin worried the wrong people had noticed but for Conrad it was something else, for him it was wanting more privacy to do the things, all of the things, he so desperately wanted to do.
 
   Conrad took hold of Kevin’s hands and pulled him from the couch.  They walked together through the rest of the party goers, some watched them with sneering looks, others didn’t seemed bothered at all.  They moved down the hallway until they reached the stairs and Kevin stopped.  He wants to go upstairs, he thought, I know what happens upstairs at parties like this.
 
   “Come on, it’ll be fun,” Conrad said.  “You were having a good time out there in front of everyone.”
 
   Everyone, shit, what a thought, gay and now he had been flaunting it in this small town, there has to be someone waiting with a baseball bat or maybe just a good punch to the nose.  It will be dangerous just getting out of here.  He was lost in thought which made it easier for Conrad to pull him along, up the stairs and down another hallway.  They pushed their way through a partially open door and turned on the lights.  
 
   Kevin saw the large bed, decorations, and immediately recognized it was the parents’ room.  He let out a nervous laugh as Conrad pulled him into his chest and kissed him.  They fell onto the bed with their shirts up in their armpits, belly to belly.  Conrad undid Kevin’s belt, reached for the sides of his underwear.  Conrad rolled his head back on the bed cover and looked to the dresser where earlier he had gone through the box of jewelry there.  He smiled because it was gone, it was his, locked away in his trunk.  He could have everything he wanted.
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   The deep, accusatory voice broke through the sounds of them kissing and went right to the fear centers of their brains.  They both stopped and looked to the doorway where Josh Kleinman stood with his shirt off and holding onto the frame.  He had gotten larger since the incident on his front lawn and bolder too.
 
   “Who the fuck are you?” Conrad asked.
 
   “I’m Josh Kleinman.  This is my house.  This is my parents’ bedroom.  Now get the hell out you sick bastards.”
 
   Kevin pushed himself up, found his pants were loose and fastened his belt as Conrad sat up and pulled down his shirt.  
 
   “Now,” Josh said.
 
   “Okay, okay,” Conrad replied.
 
   “Sorry,” Kevin offered.
 
   “Not fast enough,” Josh said.
 
   They looked to each other and then to the doorway where Josh stepped into the room but to one side to make way for them to leave.  They stepped past him but Kevin couldn’t take his eyes off the larger man, not because he was shirtless but because he was the other guy.  There should be a scar right, and then he saw it.  He saw the scar on the young man’s stomach.
 
   “What the hell are you looking at?”
 
   Kevin looked away, turned into the hall and followed after Conrad.  They moved slowly as they looked back to see Josh survey the room and then lock and close the door.  They were halfway down the hall when they heard, “fucking queers.”
 
   They made their way back downstairs, well away from the threat they began to laugh.  Conrad pulled him to another door but this one was locked.
 
   “Give me a credit card,” Conrad said.
 
   “I’m not sure this is a good idea,” Kevin replied.
 
   “Do you want some privacy or not?  Oh, fine, I’ll use my own.”  Conrad pulled out his wallet and found a thick, plastic card.  He bent down to the door and worked it for a few moments before he popped it open.  They entered quickly, closed the door and turned on the lights.  It was the home office.
 
   “What are we on a tour of the place?”
 
   “Just relax,” Conrad said.
 
   He pushed Kevin to the chair and got him to sit before falling down to his own knees.  He buried his face in Kevin’s crotch.  But it was all too fast for Kevin.
 
   “Oh god, I can’t do this, I’m sorry.”
 
   “What?” Conrad asked.
 
   “I’m sorry but this, that, us.  I can’t do it.  I’m in a relationship.  And even though he said it was okay I just can’t.  I mean it’s not you.”
 
   “You have me all worked up, we broke into someone’s office, and now you don’t want to do anything?”
 
   “It was fun.  I liked kissing you but this, you, down there.  I just can’t.”
 
   Conrad sat back a little, punched the area of the chair between Kevin’s knees and shook his head.
 
   “I’ve got the worst case of blue balls,” he said.
 
   “Well, that’s not actually a real thing,” Kevin replied.  “Now would you please let me up?  I think I should be leaving.”
 
   Conrad got up and walked to the door, rubbed at his crotch and moaned in pain while trying to convey his best impression of sadness.  Kevin bit at his own lip but continued out and into the hallway.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 27 - Perverts
 
    
 
   The quickest disguise Simon could come up with at that moment was a baseball cap and an old leather jacket that he had bought at a thrift store in town against what would have been his mother’s wishes.  He looked at himself in the mirror and didn’t like what he saw but for a moment he didn’t look like himself and maybe that was enough to fool the townsfolk.  He dashed out of the house, turning off every light he passed, and went to his car.  Heather was at Lucy’s party.
 
   What if they met?  What if they talked?  What lies would Lucy tell?  He knew he had to get there and stop them, to try and explain.  What could he explain?  It was a long time ago, they were barely teenagers.  Lucy liked to tease him and he liked to watch.  His mother caught him.  He thought about Josh on the porch in his boxers, the fight they had the following school year, and thrusting the knife into him.  I’d do it again, he told himself as he started the car.
 
   He pulled out in a panic, gave it too much gas, gravel spit out from under his tires and he could imagine his mother’s complaints.  She would have criticized him about each thing, maybe threatened him about not acting properly, maybe she would have hit him, and he would be reduced to tears.  He blinked too long and realized he was holding his breath as he came to the end of the drive.  He came to a complete stop and inhaled deeply.  He counted to three and took another breath.  It was one of the techniques he had been taught in the detention center.  He continued until he felt things were almost normal, turned on his blinker and proceeded out onto the road at a much more controlled speed.  
 
   It was an easy drive to Lucy’s house but the street was crowded with cars and he had to drive around the block before he found a spot to park.  Maybe it was better that way, he told himself, maybe I shouldn’t go through the front door.  He got out, locked, up, and looked around at the houses with their porch lights on and mostly darkened windows.  He picked a spot between two houses and walked across the lawn and into some trees, slowed when he felt he was completely hidden.  It was like that night so many years ago.  
 
   He could hear the party in the distance as he walked through the thicket.  There were sounds of dance music, young people screaming and yelling.  He worked his way through, not paying attention to spider webs and branches, until he reached the edge and he stopped before he got into the light at the back of the house.  There was a pool there where there hadn’t been one before.  He could see young men and women in it, running around the side, and they weren’t in swimwear.  They were in their underwear.  They mostly looked like college students, some maybe younger, but there was no one there over twenty-five.  None of them were Heather.  He rolled his eyes at the sight before making his way along tree line until he was at the side of the house.  
 
   When he felt like no one could see him he slipped out and walked along the house and back towards the pool.  It would have looked weird just emerging from the trees but this way he’d look just like one of them, he told himself.  No one seemed to notice him as he got the backyard so he headed for the sliding glass doors.  He stepped past a couple who were talking in the doorway smoking cigarettes and drinking beer and into the house.  He had never actually been inside so he had nothing to compare it too but it felt strange being there.  It was like he was stepping back in time.
 
   The house was crowded.  He thought for a moment that he should try to blend in by getting a drink but it felt silly.  At a party like this he would have been a wallflower anyway and he didn’t want to stop and have people recognize him.  He had a mission.  He was there for Heather.  He was less than half done with the first floor when he saw the flight of stairs leading up the second floor near the back of the house.  He decided to go up but when he got the top of the stairs he had a moment of regret.  What would she be doing up here?  But he pushed through it.  He walked along the hallway, peaked in through any open door.  He head giggles and voices but none of them sounded like Heather.  
 
   Many of the room doors were closed and he didn’t try them.  He passed a few people waiting in line at the bathroom before getting to a second flight of stairs that led back down.  He took one last look before he headed down.  He went from room to room but he couldn’t find her.  He started back to the other rooms he had checked when he thought he heard someone say his name.  He lowered his head and kept walking.  
 
   When he got back to the sliding doors where he had entered he began to panic.  He grabbed at his face in frustration and balled his other hand into a fist.  His hand came to rest down over his mouth and that’s when the people he had passed before who were standing in the doorway recognized him.  They motioned in his direction as they said something to each other.  He was spotted.  He knew it.  He could feel everything change.  He turned and began to walk away, through a hall and towards the front of the house.  He knew he had to get out before more people saw him.  He bumped into someone at the front door but pushed his way through only muttering an apology as he stepped onto the porch.  He closed the door behind him but there were more people on the porch.  I’m screwed, he thought.  He was panicked.  He was afraid.  And that’s when he saw Heather.  She stood in the lawn on a high spot looking out at the street.  He made his way to her and called out her name.  She turned to him and smiled.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked.
 
   “I’m fine.  Are you okay?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “You shouldn’t have come here,” she said, “but I thought you would.”
 
   “I don’t know why I did.  I just, when he said you were here, I got worried.”
 
   “Everything is fine now,” she said.
 
   She looked to the front door as it opened and people began to walk out.
 
   “Did anyone recognize you?”
 
   “Yeah, but we’re not going back in there,” he said.  “Are you?”
 
   “No Simon, but look,” she said.
 
   He turned and looked back to the front door to see a few more people step out and then he saw someone that struck fear into him.  It was Lucy.  She was angry and followed by some other young women and men.
 
   “We have to get out of here,” Heather said.
 
   Heather and Simon began to retreat but the lawn was big and Lucy and her comrades moved quickly so Heather and Simon picked up the pace.  
 
   “Run you pervert,” Lucy shouted.  “Go ahead and run!  This is my fucking birthday party and you weren’t invited.  We don’t want any perverts here!  Get out you pervert.”
 
   Simon and Heather go to the edge of the lawn but stopped when they realized they were unsure of where to go next.  They began to move along the street and the crowd followed them.
 
   “Somebody call my brother,” Lucy called out.  “Where’s my brother?”
 
   It felt foolish to be chased away in such a slow, determined way by Lucy who wouldn’t be intimidating alone but with a crowd partially made up of young men it wasn’t something to try and fight.  Simon and Heather turned and began to run.
 
   “Where are we running to?”
 
   “My car is around the block,” he said.  “We have to outrun them around the side.”
 
   They turned a corner and began to run along the road past houses.  Some of the pursuers broke off from the group, cut through the lawns and began to yell out his name.  They threatened him and cursed him but they didn’t approach too close.  Maybe there was something of value in being considered dangerous after all, Simon thought as they ran.  It was easy to get away from Lucy, a few of the separate pursuers got lost in the darkness.  They made it to the road where he had parked and began to run faster when they spotted his car.  They ran to different sides and he rushed to unlock it but as he opened the door he looked around, surprised and slightly amused no one seemed to be around.  They got into the car.  He started it, checked his rear view mirror, and pulled out before turning on his headlights.  He started to drive fast but Heather cautioned him to slow down and it was a good thing she did because a few blocks away a cop car passed them going the other way.
 
   Simon looked in the mirrors expecting the officer to turn on his lights, do a U-Turn and come back after them but the cop didn’t.  Simon turned a corner, another corner trying to lose some pursuer who wasn’t there.  Heather told him to pull over so he did.  She told him to turn off his lights and put the car in park.  He did.
 
   “You shouldn’t have gone there,” she said.
 
   “Why did you?”
 
   “I was curious.  I wanted to see what she was like.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “She’s cute but definitely not worth stabbing someone and going to jail,” she said.
 
   He let out a nervous laugh and looked to his hands as he shook his head.
 
   “I didn’t stab him because of her.  I did it to protect myself,” he said.
 
   She took hold of his hand and pulled it towards herself.
 
   “Let’s go back to my place,” she said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 28 - Muffled Screams
 
    
 
   The party was over.  It was after four in the morning and everyone had gone home, a few stragglers lingered in the shadows, and only one guy that Conrad could see was passed out on the floor in his underwear and sucking his thumb.  Conrad laughed at the sight of him feeling glad that he had only a drink hours ago at the beginning of the party with Kevin.  
 
   That was a good time, he thought, as he remembered the feel of Kevin’s warm body as he ran a hand up his shirt.  Kevin was almost ready, he mused, it wouldn’t take much more to get him naked.  Conrad made his way through the house to the living room where he found DJ sitting on the couch with a beer in his hand.
 
   “Hey buddy, I’m glad I found you here,” Conrad said.
 
   DJ nodded.
 
   “You seem pretty wasted.  Do you have my money?”
 
   DJ smiled.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   DJ nodded and rubbed his hand on the side of his jeans where a lump protruded from the denim.  He was clearly drunk, intoxicated.  Conrad moved and sat beside him as close as he could, thigh to thigh and side to side.
 
   “Why don’t I get you out of here?” Conrad asked.
 
   DJ looked to him.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  I’ll drive you home.  I know where you live, remember.”
 
   Conrad hooked his arm around DJ’s back, pulled DJ’s arm up over his shoulder, and readied himself before he began to pull DJ from the couch.  It was surprisingly easy to get him to his feet but they staggered a little as DJ leaned into him too much.  Conrad had to use every bit of his muscles to keep them up.  
 
   “I need you to walk,” Conrad said.
 
   DJ seemed to find his feet and steadied himself a little.  Conrad looked around for help but there was no one else around.  There was no help here, he thought.  He grabbed at DJ’s side, felt the muscle and skin through the thin shirt and it was enough to get the man moving.  They walked through the house, out the front door, and stepped onto the porch.  DJ leaned against him and he struggled to keep them both on their feet.  
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Conrad raised his eyes to the familiar voice and saw Kevin was there and he was with someone else, a young man.  The new person was skinny and wore glasses, a narrow face.  Another gay boy, Conrad thought, no doubt interested in Kevin after the time they spent kissing in public, sometimes things pay off, just for other people.  He stopped himself from saying the first thing that came to his mind.
 
   “Could you help me?  My friend here is drunk.”
 
   Kevin and his friend made their way to them.  Kevin stepped to the other side of DJ and took his arm over his shoulder.  Conrad adjusted his hold and they began to walk with the new young man following after them.  For once Conrad was happy there were no steps to the porch.  It’s the little things, he thought.  They struggled with the weight of DJ as they walked him to Conrad’s car.  Kevin held him as Conrad fished the keys out his pocket.  He looked to Kevin who grimaced at some further conversation, some excuse.  He looked to his compatriot, his accomplice, being held there and for a moment he saw the man’s weakness and it got him a little excited.  He felt stimulated.
 
   Once the door was open Kevin began to push DJ to the opening where he and Conrad lowered him into the seat.  They looked at each other before Kevin leaned back down and buckled the man’s seatbelt.  He stood and rubbed his hands on his jeans.  
 
   “Can I give you boys a ride?” Conrad asked.  
 
   “We’re fine,” Kevin answered.
 
   They stepped back and Conrad closed the door.  He winked at the other boy, then walked around the car tossing his keys in the air before he got in on the driver side.  He started the car and looked through the window to Kevin who stepped back onto the sidewalk and shook his head.  He looked to DJ.
 
   Maybe tonight is my lucky night, he thought before shifted to drive and pulled onto the street.  The drive back seemed impossible at first until Conrad remembered the path from Main Street.  If he could get to Main Street then he knew he could find it, even if it meant doubling back it would still be easier than trying to estimate or guess even in this little town.  DJ’s car was a little easy on the gas pedal but he found himself managing as he made his way to the trailer.  He got to Main Street and things were easy from there.  He pulled into the familiar parking spot and shut off the car.  He looked to the trailer windows.  The place was quiet and dark.
 
   He got out of the car and looked around at the other trailers.  The whole world seemed impossibly quiet as if this is the one hour everyone slept.  He moved around to the passenger side door and helped DJ out, closed the door with a slight push of his arm, helped the man up to his front door.  Conrad unlocked it and pushed them inside to the couch where he dropped DJ and managed to hold himself back from crashing as well.  DJ was face down but conscious, let out a moan.  Conrad turned on some lights around the room, closed the front door, and looked back to the man.  He saw his form, his slim legs, the way his jeans hung against his ass.  It was too easy.  He felt that same urge.  I can get away with this, he thought.  He’s mine.  A nice, little straight boy right there for the picking.  He swallowed.  I have to make this certain, he thought, there could be someone else in the trailer.  
 
   He made his way through the rest of the trailer, turned lights on and off as he went, ready with a story and a physical retreat if he found someone but the place was empty.  There was no one there.  There was no help and no witness.  He went to the front door and locked it.  He went to DJ and reached into his pocket.  DJ grunted.
 
   “I’m just getting the money,” he said.
 
   He pulled out a wad of bills wrapped in a rubber band.  He sat down next to DJ, slipped off the band easily and thumbed through the cash.  For a moment it was too much to count but then he decided it was a time to be thorough, meticulous.  He counted $860.  He thought about his need.  Fifty percent wasn’t fair, even with all this cash, he thought.  He looked to the barely conscious man beside him, the paralyzed man.  
 
   “It’s not going to be quite the percentage we talked about,” he said.  “I might just take it all in fact.”
 
   He set the cash on the coffee table and got to his feet.  He stepped behind DJ’s ass, pulled the shoes from his feet, and reached down under him to unfasten his belt.  He grabbed hold of the waist bands of his jeans and underwear and pulled.  In one easy motion DJ was stripped, skinned like a rabbit, down to his pale, vulnerable flesh.  Conrad kicked DJ’s feet apart and undid his own pants and pulled them down along with his underwear, took off his shirt.  It was strange to be standing there like that and yet it felt so exciting.  It was almost too much.  He was about to cross a line he hadn’t crossed in years, such a long time ago that he almost forgotten, felt forgiven for what he had done.  
 
   No, he told himself, I am going to have it.  When am I going to be here again?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 29 - Police Scanner
 
    
 
   Sirens caused Kevin and Thad to perk up their ears as they sat in Thad’s photography studio in front of the computer monitor as Thad manipulated the senior photos.  
 
   “Sounds pretty far off,” Kevin said.
 
   “Probably just a fire,” Thad said.
 
   They each had a cup of coffee.  Kevin’s was in his hands as he blew over the top of it gently to try and cool it down.  It was almost noon and Kevin hadn’t slept very long, only got a few hours before his body awoke with the sun, though slightly later than usual.  He had felt bad about the night before with Conrad since he awoke but it felt worse as he sat there next to Thad.
 
   “So uh, I have to tell you something,” Kevin said.  “I kind of made out with that guy Conrad I told you about.  I was at a party and it just kind of happened.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  Was he a good kisser?”
 
   Kevin shook his head and moved to Thad, kissed him briefly on the lips and pulled back to look him in the eye.
 
   “Not as good as you,” he said.
 
   “Was that it?”
 
   “Well, he wanted to go down on me but I couldn’t do it.  We were in this guy’s home office and it just, I don’t know, didn’t feel right.”
 
   “Sounds risky,” Thad said.  He looked back to his computer.
 
   “It was.  Before that we were making out on the parents’ bed and we got caught.  Before that we were making out in the living room in front of everyone.”
 
   “That sounds really risky,” Thad said.  “Did anyone bother you?”
 
   “Mostly just the guy who lives there.  He’s the one who kicked us out of the bedroom, called us ‘fucking queers’ but we kind of thought it was funny.”
 
   “But you didn’t want to go through with it?”
 
   “Not really, I mean it was kind of fun.  I was mostly doing it to piss people off and kind of be a rebel I guess but it turned into something else.”
 
   Thad was focused on the computer and continued to manipulate the photos.  He barely looked away when he took a sip from his coffee cup and set it back in its usual place.  Kevin pulled his hands from his pockets and bit down on his thumb nail.  
 
   “There was someone else though, a local.  He heard about me kissing another guy and he came right up to me.  I was headed out but I saw this look in his eyes.  It was kind of like panic and need at the same time.  I kind of thought he was going to attack me but he just introduced himself.”
 
   “Was he cute?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.  It’s just weird.  I mean statistically there have to be other gay guys in town but I just never thought, I don’t know, that I’d meet them.”
 
   “Did you get his number?”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s like, I don’t know.  He’s kind of a virgin and he’s not really out.”
 
   “Lot’s of guys would be into that,” Thad said.
 
   Kevin looked away then back at the man.  Why did he have to be so sarcastic?  Why did he have such a thick shell?
 
   “Can I ask you something?”
 
   Thad raised an eyebrow instead of giving a sarcastic remark.
 
   “Okay, I get it, I get it.  I just asked a question.”
 
   Thad nodded.
 
   “I just don’t want you to take this the wrong way.  Why doesn’t it bother you if I did something with another guy?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe it’s because I had other experiences before you.  Many of them were good, some of them weren’t, but I feel like I learned from them.  I guess things are different now because of the internet.”
 
   “Do you mean sexual things?  Do you want to try new positions?”
 
   “Maybe, I don’t know.  I just don’t want you to miss out,” Thad said.  “I don’t want you to settle for anything.”
 
   Kevin moved to him and they kissed again.
 
   “I’m not settling for anything.  This is where I live.”
 
   “But not for the rest of your life right?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Things are changing.  They are talking about marriage equality and equal rights, protection against discrimination.”
 
   “Those things are fine but there’s just so little here for career opportunities--”
 
   Both of their phones began to ring at the same time.  They pulled their phones from their pockets and looked at the screens and to each other.  It was their boss, the newspaper editor.  Thad shrugged his shoulders and answered it.  Kevin silenced his, walked away out of the room before he answered it.
 
   “Hello,” Kevin said.  “What?”
 
   They were on a conference call.  
 
   “There’s been a murder,” their boss said.  “Lucy Kleinman’s body was found just a few minutes ago by her brother when he woke up.  There was very little on the scanner but my guy inside gave me the heads up.  It looks like murder.  She was stabbed.  I have to wait for a while but I want Thad to go to the house and take some photos.  Kevin I need you to come in and help around the office.  There could be lots of phone calls, maybe some cooperation with national news.”
 
   “No problem,” Kevin said.
 
   “I’ll be right there,” Thad said.
 
   They both ended the call and walked towards each other.  Kevin was clearly more bothered by what he had just been told.  He attempted to put his phone back in his pocket but missed and it slipped from his hand and thudded against the floor.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “No,” Kevin said, “I was just at her house last night.  There was a party.  That was the party that...”
 
   “Hey, don’t worry about it.  We can’t freak out right now.  We can freak out later.”
 
   “But I just saw her, earlier in the evening.  Heather and I were there.”
 
   Thad took hold of his arms and for a moment their difference of size, age, and maturity was instantly acknowledged as they looked each other in the eye.  Kevin pushed closer, through Thad’s hands and into a hug.  For a moment Thad was surprised by the act but delighted to have someone who could be so affectionate, so honest and emotional.  It was something that had been missing from his own life.
 
   “It’s going to be fine,” Thad said.
 
   “Just don’t talk,” Kevin said.
 
   He didn’t want to hear false promises.  He wanted to acknowledge the reality.  He wanted to feel everything and anything he was experiencing, anything that was significant.  They stayed like that for a long time before their practical minds kicked in and told them to move on, go with the process.  Thad stooped down and picked up his phone, handed it over.
 
   “I can’t drop you by the office,” Thad said.  “He’s going to want photos with the police cars around and everything before there’s a crowd.”
 
   “No problem, I can walk there.”
 
   Thad raised an eyebrow.
 
   “I can run there,” Kevin replied.
 
   They smiled at each other.  They kissed.  And then in a moment they were going their own ways.  Kevin hustled out of the front door and began to jog away from the stores to where the newspaper office was located.  He ran for a long time, was almost there when he thought about Heather and Simon.  He stopped to catch his breath and pulled his phone from his pocket.  He found her number, looked around, and made the call.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 30 - All Roads
 
    
 
   Heather and Simon were side by side on her bed, neither of them could sleep.  The events of the party were still fresh in their minds.  Being chased away was humiliating.  They didn’t want to think about it yet they didn’t have the urge to distract themselves or each other.  Those acts felt like shrapnel lodged in their brains and they couldn’t sleep.  Each new thought led back to the same place.  Heather thought about Simon’s past and finally she decided to speak.
 
   “What happened between the two of you?” she asked.
 
   “Please, it’s so long ago, I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “But I need to know,” she said.
 
   He let out a deep sigh and rolled onto his side away from her.  She rolled to look at his back.  She wasn’t going to give up easily.  There was something there that needed to be said.  She knew there was some truth inside of him.  She wanted to spare him the guilt and the pain.  She reached over and touched his hip, and he began to softly cry into his pillow.
 
   “I was such a fool,” he said.  “She used me just like everyone else did.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” she said.
 
   He searched his memory for the facts and emotions, something he could tell her that would make it go away, but there was nothing, just his own embarrassing truth.  He had been obsessed with her, went to her bedroom window night after night.
 
   “Please,” he said.
 
   “Tell me something.”
 
   He rolled over to face her and she kept her hand on his body.  He couldn’t see her face completely, couldn’t look her in the eye.  He wanted to tell her something.  He wanted her to know but the shame was too great for it so he decided to make something up.  He decided to lie to her, lies half based in truth.
 
   “She was flirting with me and she would tell me about how she used to leave her bedroom window open.  I knew she wanted me to come by and see her.  She said her neighbors had seen her many times, even complained to her father, but that she didn’t care.  She liked the attention.  I went there one night and it was like she knew I was there by the way she undressed.  It was like a private show or something.  So I went back several nights in a row until mother found out I was sneaking out of the house.  Mother must have followed me.  I was there in the darkness and she grabbed me, pulled me in front of the house for everyone to see.  The whole family came out including her brother.  
 
   “After that when we went back to school he started harassing me.  I was a Freshman.  He used to say that people like me should have their dicks cut off.  He used to see me in the halls and I just knew he had it out for me.  Then he started driving past me on my walk home.  Him and his friends would harass me and try to hit me from the car.  They would race home and get eggs.  It was this game they played to try and hit me while I walked past the house.  I thought about going another way but I didn’t want to show that I was afraid.”
 
   He held his breath for a moment and she brushed his cheek with her fingers.  She couldn’t make out the details but she could feel his spirit there locked inside some misery, some internal prison.
 
   “It’s okay, you can tell me,” she said.
 
   “The day I stabbed him they were bothering me again.  I just wanted it to stop.  So I decided to confront them.  I went to them and I told them to quit.  Lucy was there, and a bunch of his friends.  He started threatening me.  I didn’t want to fight him and he was so big.  He got up and it was too late.  I couldn’t get away from him so I decided to stand my ground.  We fought for a while until he got me down on the ground and that’s when I remembered my knife.  He could have done anything to me.  He could have humiliated me.  He could have beaten me.  He could have killed me.  So, I pulled my knife out and I just stabbed him.  I remember the look in his eyes and the way he panicked.  He tried to get up but he fell on his ass.  
 
   “After that it was over.  My life as I knew it was over.  They arrested me and I was sent to juvenile detention.  Those years were like being in hell.  You have no privacy, no sense of independence.  Everything you do is scheduled and the boys there are ruthless and mean.  The guards aren’t much better.  They watch you in the showers and they try and make friends with you but it’s all to use you.  They want to control everything about you because they think they know what’s best.  I did six years just because I defended myself with a knife and he didn’t get in any trouble, nothing.  And everyone blamed me.  They made me out to be this pervert.  My own mother wouldn’t defend me.  
 
   “When I got out it was like no one wanted anything to do with me.  I mean I never really had any friends but even the people I had to deal with, like clerks and cashiers, looked down on me, rolled their eyes.  And my mother had been losing it for a while but when I got out she just kind of fell into this depression.  Maybe she thought it would be different.  I know I did.  But she just kind of stopped living.  It’s like I’m living with a zombie or someone who is all ready dead.
 
   “I thought it was all over.  I had my escape plan for after she died and I would just go off somewhere and disappear, but then Conrad came back into my life and I met you.  You make me so happy.  I love you.”
 
   “I love you too,” she said.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Five in the morning and Heather couldn’t sleep.  She stared at the wall, studied the gradient of shadow there, tried to map each source of light and object that caused the different shades but she was really thinking of one thing, one person, Lucy.  She got up from the bed and looked to Simon who appeared to still be sleeping.  She retrieved her cigarettes and walked out of the room.  She stopped in the living room and looked at the empty chair where her father used to sit.  She shook her head and walked to the front door, unlocked it, and opened it.  She pushed open the screen door and stepped out onto the porch, took a cigarette from her pack, and lit it.
 
   There had to be some explanation, some meaning to it.  She was tired of people getting their way.  She was tired of being so dependable when everyone only took advantage her.  She inhaled the smoke deeply into her lungs to get a familiar buzz.  
 
   People can’t just get away with these things, she told herself before turning back and locking the main door before pulling it closed.  She walked away from her house and out into the night.  Her hands in her pockets she walked without direction at first, but then she found herself headed somewhere through turns that felt more of an impulse than a plan.  
 
   It wasn’t difficult to make her way back to Lucy’s house.  Each road leads home, she thought, and in this small town nothing is too far from anything else.  She walked up to the front door and thought about knocking.  The party was over and there was no one else around.  It was the beginning of a new day, the sun had risen.  The neighborhood was quiet.  The house was quiet.  She bit at her lip before moving to a window, but was disappointed to find it was covered.
 
   This wasn’t going to stop her.  She began to walk, made her way around the corner, along the side of the house until she reached the open fence door.  She was officially crossing over a threshold.  I’m trespassing, she thought, but I have to know.  I have to see her for myself.
 
   Heather stepped into the backyard to see the swimming pool was empty.  At first it didn’t look like anyone else was around but as she walked further she saw a hand on the armrest of a chair.  It was thin, delicate, and held something that looked like a cigarette, no a joint.  Heather moved closer and watched from behind as the person smoked, knocked the ash to the ground.
 
   “Hello,” Heather said.
 
   “The party is over,” the smoker responded.
 
   “Lucy Kleinman?”
 
   “That’s me,” she said.
 
   Lucy got up from the chair, a glass in her other hand, and turned to Heather who stopped in the grass and stuck her hands in her pockets.  Somehow even though she wanted it she had not expected a confrontation.  
 
   “Who are you?” Lucy asked.
 
   Heather looked to the swimming pool, then back to Lucy.  She took her hands from her pockets.  The anger had worn off and for a moment she wanted to run, but she didn’t want to look foolish, not in front of this person.
 
   “You don’t know me.  My name is Heather.  I was here with Simon Winters.”
 
   “You were with that pervert?  You’re the person I chased away earlier.  Why did you come back?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Heather answered.
 
   “Well, you should leave.”
 
   “I will.  I just, I wanted to see you.  I wanted to see what you really look like.”
 
   “Well, you’ve seen it.”  Lucy held out her arms.  “Get a good look, but if you don’t leave soon I’m going to go wake up my brother and he’s going to kick your ass out.”
 
   “I saw you earlier at the party but it just didn’t make sense.”
 
   “So now you’re dating that pervert huh?  Figures he would date someone like you, or should I say, someone like you would date him.”
 
   Lucy moved closer, took a hit from her joint before tossing it away into the yard.  She drank deeply from her glass and walked to a table where she set it down and picked up a beer bottle.  She held it up to the light to make sure there were no butts in the liquid.
 
   “He’s not a pervert,” Heather said.
 
   “He spied on me.  He was masturbating.  My brother saw him when his mother caught him.  He had his hand down his pants.”
 
   Lucy downed the beer and moved on to the next bottle where she did the same thing by holding it up before drinking it.
 
   “You led him on,” Heather said.  “You told him about how the neighbors could see you and you had your window open.  He was a teenage boy.”
 
   “I did no such thing.”
 
   “Well, why did you brother go after him?  Why did he antagonize him?”
 
   “That’s between my brother and Simon.”
 
   “It’s because of you.  Did you tell him to do it?”
 
   “I don’t like the way you’re speaking to me.  Maybe I did encourage him, so what?  He got everything he deserved and then he stabbed my brother.  He’s lucky he had that knife.”
 
   “Because what?  Because your brother would have done worse?  What would he have done?”
 
   Lucy crossed the distance between them, stopped a foot away.  She was clearly drunk, stoned.  She swayed a little but steadied herself.
 
   “He would have humiliated that little pervert.  He would have beat the crap out of him, stripped him, and sent him crying to his mother.”
 
   Heather crossed her arms.  She wanted to leave but she wasn’t going to give Lucy the win, not that easily.  They were snobs.  They didn’t care.  She had known people like that her whole life.
 
   “What kind of freak are you?  You dress in black and you hang out with him.”
 
   “I might be a freak but I’m not some trashy little princess drinking the leftovers of a party.  I don’t bully and humiliate people.”
 
   “Get out of here,” Lucy said.
 
   “No,” Heather replied.
 
   Lucy leaned forward and gave a shove to Heather making her step back.  Heather uncrossed her arms and readied herself.  Lucy shoved again and Heather stepped aside to let her trip over her own feet and fall face forward.  She looked down in delight at the sight of Lucy there in the grass.  She stepped back and readied herself but Lucy was slow to get up.  She got to her knees first, then pushed herself to her feet.  She turned on Heather and balled her fist.
 
   “I don’t want to fight you,” Heather said.
 
   “Then get the hell out of here.”
 
   Somehow Heather felt like she had defeated Lucy by that simple act.  She was going to leave but not make it easy for Lucy.  She began to step past her, close enough to raise goosebumps on her flesh, and for a moment she thought she had gotten past when she felt a hand in her hair.  Heather let out a moan as she stopped and turned to her assailant.  Lucy continued to pull.  
 
   “I got you now bitch,” Lucy said.
 
   Heather grunted and grabbed back at her attacker, got her by the sides.  She tried to pull, then push her until she got leverage and she shoved.  Lucy fell back and hit the ground with a handful of Heather’s hair.  Heather stood and grabbed at her head.  Lucy laughed.
 
   There was enough space between them that Heather could have gotten away but she had a renewed anger, not just at Lucy for what she did to Simon, but anger about everyone like her, all those girls who used to tease her.  She waited for Lucy to begin to stand and then she rushed the girl.  She began to deliver blow after blow onto her back until she realized it wasn’t doing much harm so she grabbed at her hair just like what Lucy had done to her.  She felt Lucy grab at her leg but she had her outmatched, but not by much.  Lucy couldn’t move her.
 
   They were at a stalemate.  Heather wanted so bad to end it, knock her out with some punch, cripple her with some move.  She eased a little and Lucy stood, grabbed hold of her hair.  They pulled at each other but neither could get the action they wanted.
 
   “Let go of me,” Heather said.
 
   “No, you let go of me,” Lucy said.
 
   Heather pushed and moved her a few inches, but it was no use.  They couldn’t be separated.  That’s when she saw the pool and how Lucy’s back was to it.  Heather pushed with all she could muster and Lucy gave, was almost lifted off her feet, right to the edge, and then over it.  Heather thought for one moment that she had won but then she felt the pull and lost her balance as well.  
 
   They both hit the water and let go of each other before bobbing to the surface and flailing their arms in desperation.  Lucy was the first to steady herself.
 
   “You bitch,” she said before swimming to Heather.
 
   Heather grabbed hold of her as Lucy began to push her under the water.  She felt water go into her nose, down her throat.  She thought for a moment that it was over as she sunk to the floor but then she felt it against her feet and she pushed back up.  Lucy grabbed at her as she gasped for breath and laughed.  It was like a game.  
 
   Heather felt her hands and she struck out as hard as she could, hit Lucy in the face.  Lucy cried out and began to retreat but Heather was right after her.  When Lucy reached the wall she tried to pull herself up.  Heather grabbed hold of her jeans and pulled her back into the water.  She hit with a splash and Heather was on her.  Heather expected more of a struggle but Lucy sunk like a stone.  
 
   Heather’s head above water she clung to the wall and watched for Lucy to come back up but she didn’t.  Heather looked around for help but no one was there.  As much as she feared Lucy was tricking her she feared the possible outcome that she wasn’t more.  She dove for Lucy, down into the water.  She grabbed hold of her lifeless body and pulled it back to the surface and to the wall.  Lucy didn’t resist, even when she pushed her out of the pool.  Heather pulled herself out, moved to Lucy’s side, rolled her onto her back and began CPR.  It wasn’t working.  It didn’t seem to work.  She beat Lucy’s chest but nothing happened.  
 
   The reality began to sink in about what had happened.  It couldn’t be proven who started the fight.  It couldn’t be proven who did anything.  If Lucy survived it would be oner person’s word against the other.  She got to her feet and looked around again to see if there was anyone to help, if there were any witnesses.  She thought about just leaving her there, walking away, and trying to figure out how to make it that she had never been there but her mind was blank until she remembered Simon’s mother.  She looked to the house and remembered there was a kitchen right there.  She walked to the door with her head low.  She made sure no one was inside before she entered and retrieved a knife.  She walked back to Lucy, knelt down beside the body.  She clasped the knife with both hands, the point down, and raised it above her head.  
 
   One quick swing and she stuck the knife between the ribs.  Lucy was dead.  There was no movement.  Her body didn’t vanish.  It was there.  Heather wiped the handle clean with the bottom of her shirt before she rolled the body away and back into the pool.  She watched as it floated to the surface, a cloud of blood slowly formed around it.  She looked around one last time before she turned and walked away.  The morning air suddenly cold against her body, she shivered as she walked that path back to her house.  
 
   Everything was how she left it.  She stripped down in the laundry room and put her clothes in the drier after she emptied her pockets.  She turned on the machine and put the contents of her pockets in the garbage.  She found some fresh clothes and got dressed, was ready to find Simon and go to sleep when she thought about how everything wet could be evidence.  She took everything out of the trash, put it in a separate bag, and carried that out to her neighbor’s trash can.  She put the bag inside, tried to make sure no one saw her, and closed the lid.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 31 - Secret Room
 
    
 
   Heather pressed her phone to her ear.  She listened for a moment before she made a pained, agonized face and turned away from Simon.
 
   “What’s wrong?  What happened?” Simon asked.
 
   “Oh my god,” she said.  “Yeah, yeah, I can’t believe it.  No, he’s right here.  He’s at my place.  Why?  Of course, no I understand.”
 
   She ended the call and turned back to Simon who sat confused and worried as he stared back at her.  
 
   “Is it your father?” he asked.
 
   “No,” she said.  “That was Kevin on the phone.  He said he responded to a police call on the scanner they have in the office at the newspaper.  It’s Lucy Kleinman.  She was found dead about an hour ago.  She was stabbed to death.  They just found her at her home.  The police are there.  He’s hanging around to see what he can find out but it doesn’t look good.”
 
   “Oh my god,” Simon said.  “It must have happened after the party, or maybe during the party.  Oh god, what are people going to say?”
 
   Simon was stunned by the sentence.  There was no evidence and yet he realized  people would make some kind of connection.  They would think the worst.  His family and his past, it was all right there to be used against him.  At the very least it meant the police would be around eventually to question him.  Maybe they would arrest him, take him to the police station for questioning.  He’d need a lawyer.  He didn’t have a lawyer.  They’d lock him up and wait.  They’d hold him, sweat him, question him, and he’d have to endure it.  He thought about his escape plan and the cash he had saved.  He could buy a lawyer, a good one, better than the public defender he had previously but it would wipe him out.  There would be no more escape plan.  
 
   The escape plan, he thought.  He wanted to use it now.  He wanted to grab the cash, grab Heather, pack a few bags and be gone.  He wanted to run.  Oh god, he thought, mother would still be here.  What if they got to her?  She’d confess to anything in her condition, especially if she thought he had done it.  She’d try to save him.  It would be easy for the police to work her, use her, and make her confess.  There were real consequences now.  This was actually happening.  What do I do?
 
   “It’s okay Simon.  I can tell them you were here with me.  We were in bed together all night.  We came back, got into bed, and that’s it.  We haven’t been apart since.”
 
   “There was the time you were in the bathroom,” he said.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  No one has to know about that,” she said.  “As long as we stick together everything will be fine.”
 
   He smiled.  It was that easy.  Surely they’d believe her.  He had an alibi.  But what about his mother?  She had been left alone in her house all night long.  She didn’t have an alibi.  She had no one.  Hell, she could have even done it.  Had she followed him there that night like so many years before and waited until the party was over.  Was it some kind of revenge?
 
   People would think that.  They would start the accusations again.  It would be in the newspaper.  The newspaper was already there.  Even if it was Kevin, though he wasn’t sure he could be trusted, he didn’t have any real power.  He didn’t own the paper and he wasn’t the editor.  No, it would all happen again.
 
   “Please,” she said.  
 
   She moved to him and took hold of his hand, hugged him.  They embraced for a long time until their bodies felt like one and it hurt to pull away from each other.  
 
   “We can figure this out.  We don’t have anything to worry about.”
 
   A thought occurred to him.
 
   “We have to go to my place.  We have to be there when the police come.”
 
   “Why?” she asked.
 
   “Because we have to give my mother an alibi,” he said.
 
   She retreated and looked at him cynically.  She hated the idea.  It could have been his mother, after all the woman had attacked her with a knife.  No, she didn’t want to go back there.  The woman might attack her again, kill her, maybe even Simon if he got in the way.  No, the woman had to fend for herself even if it meant the police arrested her.  
 
   “Please,” he said.  “I have to help her.  She doesn’t have anyone.”
 
   “Do you think she did it?” she asked.
 
   He clenched his jaw and squinted his eyes as if he blocked the notion from her, repelled it.  It was one thing to think it himself but to have her ask... no, there was no reason, no sense to it.  How could she be suspicious?  It couldn’t be real.  
 
   “No,” he said.  “But you know the rumors about my family.  Everyone knows about me.  I’m worried they’d get her to confess though.  She can be manipulated.”
 
   “And she attacked me with a knife,” Heather said.  “She cut me across the forehead.  I still have the stitches.”
 
   “That’s because she caught us on the couch.  We shouldn’t have been doing that there, but it won’t happen again.  She’s locked in her room most of the time.”
 
   “What about last night?”
 
   “No, I promise.  I couldn’t lock her in her room but she didn’t leave the house.”
 
   “How do you know?  How do you really know?”
 
   “I don’t,” he said.  “But please, it will be okay.  I’ll protect you.  I just have to make sure she is fine.”
 
   “We check on her but we can’t stay there,” she said.
 
   They left her house in agreement.  The drive along the familiar roads was easy as they made their way to Simon’s home.  They parked behind Conrad’s car and got out.  Simon looked around for a moment before leading the way inside the house.  He went for the stairs immediately.  Heather followed behind him and lingered in the foyer before drifting into the parlor.
 
   Upstairs, Simon pulled his key from his pocket as he approached his mother’s door.  He looked back and forth before unlocking it and opening the door.  He stepped inside to find his mother face down on her bed and the television on at a low volume.  He stepped past her to turn it off but paused when he saw her eyes were open.  He motioned for her to be quiet and walked out of the room.  He closed and locked the door.  He moved to Conrad’s door, listened for any movement but when there was none he left it and headed back downstairs.  He found Heather and stepped into the room.
 
   “She’s okay,” he said.
 
   “We can’t stay here.  We should go back to my place.”
 
   “Can we take my mother?”
 
   Heather looked away.
 
   “I can’t,” she said.  “She has to stay here.”
 
   “But who knows what’s going to happen?  Lucy is dead and I’m the prime suspect.  At the very least there will be newspapers and reporters on the front lawn.”
 
   “She can deal with it,” Heather said.
 
   “She wouldn’t know what to do,” he said.
 
   “Well, I can’t deal with her, not after what happened last time.  She attacked me Simon, she cut my forehead.  She could have killed me.”
 
   There seemed to be more that she wanted to say but she stopped and looked over Simon’s shoulder to where Conrad stood in a pair of jeans, a shirt in his hands.  He walked to the doorway and stopped.  He pulled on his shirt.
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked.
 
   “Lucy Kleinman, the girl whose party we were at last night, is dead.  The police are at her house now.”
 
   “And we’re worried they might come here next,” Simon said.
 
   “What?  Why?”
 
   “Because Simon stabbed her brother eight years ago and he was there at the party last night.  She saw him and kicked us out.”
 
   “We should get out of here,” Conrad said, “like right now.”
 
   “Where are we going to go?” Simon asked.
 
   “My place,” Heather said.
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Conrad replied.  He turned and dashed up the stairs.
 
   “And we have to take my mother,” Simon said.
 
   Heather got to her feet and walked past him out of the room and down the hallway to the kitchen.  Simon followed after her.  She moved to the counter, picked up a large kitchen, the same one that had been used on her.  She turned on Simon with the point in his direction.
 
   “Fine but this stays in my possession,” she said.
 
   “Whatever you want,” Simon said.
 
   There was a moment of ease between them.  It felt as if the tension of the world had dissipated for just a moment before they heard noises at the front of the house.  There was the sound of sirens and cars, screeching tires.  Simon turned and ran back to the front of the house.  He stepped to a window, pushed a curtain aside and looked out.
 
   “What is it?” Heather asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” he said.
 
   There in the drive behind his car and Conrad’s car was another followed by two police cars with their lights on.  The doors to the first car opened.  The doors of the police cars opened.  His stomach tightened.  He heard Conrad running down the stairs, his shoes squeaked on the floor.
 
   “It’s the cops,” he said.
 
   “We see that,” Heather said.  “But what’s going on?”
 
   Simon squinted and watched as the dust cleared.  He saw the driver of the first car and recognized him.  It was Lucy’s brother Josh.  He was headed back to the police.  They were arguing.
 
   “We have to get out of here,” Conrad said.
 
   “What do we do?” Heather asked.
 
   “We’ll never get out of here,” Simon said.
 
   “I’m running,” Conrad said.
 
   “No, wait I have an idea.”  
 
   He turned on Conrad who stood holding a duffel bag.
 
   “We can hide.  This house has a secret room upstairs but we have to hurry.”
 
   Conrad looked to the window, he looked to the back of the house, and then up the stairs and let out a moan of frustration.  Simon tapped him on the arm and ran past him up the stairs.  Heather followed.  Conrad was right after them.  He reached the top of the stairs and heard knocking which made him turn and look back down.  
 
   “This is the police,” a man said from the other side.
 
   He turned away and followed after Simon and Heather as Simon got his mother then headed to the Master bedroom.  They went to the closet where he moved as carefully as he could to the back, past the clothes, and worked a hidden lever.  He opened a secret door, ducked and slid past it taking his mother with him.  Heather and Conrad followed.  Simon closed the door behind them.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 32 - Escape
 
    
 
   The room was lit with old fixtures but there was enough furniture for them to each to find a place to sit.  Heather realized she was still holding the knife in her hand which looked ominous in the small room so she set it down on a table.  She rubbed at her eyes.  There were no windows, presumably no other doors except the one they used to enter.  There was no way to tell if the police had come into the house and if they were searching it.  In the small room everything seemed quiet and it felt like they wouldn’t even know if someone was in the master bedroom.  
 
   “What do we do now?” she asked.
 
   “We wait,” Simon said.
 
   Conrad clenched his jaw.
 
   “We need to know what’s going on,” she said.
 
   “Well, I’m not stepping out there,” Conrad said.
 
   “We need to get out of this house,” she said.
 
   “I’m all for it but we have to wait,” Simon said.
 
   Simon’s mother moved to the corner of the room.  She was dressed in black, thin and short.  Heather thought for a moment that she looked frail until the woman turned on her and she saw her prune face and dark eyes.  She wasn’t ugly as in deformed but something else, frightening.
 
   “Shit, I should have thought of it sooner,” Simon said.
 
   “What is it?” Conrad asked.
 
   “We could have taken the escape tunnel,” he said.
 
   “This place has an escape tunnel?” Conrad asked.  “Where the hell do you live?”
 
   “It used to be a bootlegger’s place,” Heather said.  “They used to store illegal liquor and goods here.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I told her,” Simon said.
 
   “What are we going to do?” Heather asked.
 
   “We wait until we know the cops aren’t in the house.  If they are still outside then we use the escape tunnel.  It will take us to the river.”
 
   “Where do we go then?” Heather asked.
 
   “We part ways,” Conrad said.
 
   “No, we go to old man Blatty’s farm.  I’ve been there before and I know it’s still abandoned.  It’s just up the river.  We get some supplies and we can stay there for a while.  No one will think to look there and it’s pretty far back from the road.”
 
   “But how do we get out of here?  I’m not leaving this room with cops out there.”
 
   “Why not?” Heather asked.
 
   Conrad looked to her.  His face turned pink.
 
   “I don’t like cops,” he said.
 
   She squinted at him but he didn’t react.  She looked to Simon, the only person in the room she might be able to trust and she had her doubts about him too.  She needed help.  They needed help.  She took out her phone and checked for a signal.  She moved to the corner of the room to get a stronger one, found Kevin’s number in her contacts, and called him.  It rang a few times before he answered.
 
   “Hey, where are you?”
 
   “I’m at Simon’s,” she said.  “I need your help.”
 
   “Anything,” he replied.
 
   “We had to check on his mother and now we’re stuck.  We are in this hidden room because the cops are outside the house with Lucy’s brother.  We don’t know what they are doing.  We need your help.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?” he whispered.
 
   “I’m not sure.  We need to get out of here but we need to know if the cops are inside the house.  We need to know when they leave and if Lucy’s brother goes with them.  Can you come here and spy on them?”
 
   “Yeah, no problem, I have to get out of work though,” he said.
 
   “Tell them I told you the cops are at Simon’s house and that you want to check on it and see if it’s worth investigating,” she said.
 
   “That’s great,” he said.  “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
 
   There was help after all, she thought.  She paused though before speaking again as she looked around the room.  Blatty’s farm was a good idea but they needed a better plan.
 
   “Do you know where Blatty’s farm is?” she asked.
 
   “No, but I can find it,” Kevin said.
 
   “After you get us out of here we need you to get some supplies for five people, enough for two days at least and meet us there.  Make sure no one is following you.”
 
   “Who would follow me?” he asked.
 
   “Just make sure,” she said.
 
   “Let me go and I’ll call you back when I’m outside the house,” he said.
 
   She ended the call and smiled.  She had come up with a plan.  It was a good plan, better than anyone else had done.  They just had to wait.
 
   “We get out of here and then what?” Conrad asked.  “How long to we stay at this farm?”
 
   “Until we find out what’s going on and we come up with another plan,” she said.
 
   Simon crossed his arms.
 
   “I have some money,” he said.  “It’s here in this room.  I didn’t think it would come down to this but we can use it.  We can separate.”
 
   Conrad nodded and clutched his bag.
 
    
 
   *******
 
    
 
   The plan went through easily.  Kevin moved in from the woods until he had a clear view of Josh’s car and a police cruiser that sat in front of the house.  He observed the house for several minutes until they felt comfortable no one was inside the house.  And they made their way out of the room, down through the house, got some flashlights in the kitchen, and went into the basement where Simon led them to the secret tunnel.  Simon had last explored it when he was ten years old.  It was smaller than he remembered but they managed to fit inside if they all hunched over.  Heather and Conrad used their phones for lights.  
 
   It felt at times that they had went too far and they couldn’t go back.  It felt at times that they would never get out the other end.  Sometimes they worried it would collapse on them.  It was filled with water and mud.  They brushed against things but didn’t want to know what they were.  Just when they had given up hope they saw the light at the end of the tunnel.
 
   “Look,” Simon said.  
 
   They got to the end to find a screen and stones there.  Conrad moved up past Heather and Simon’s mother. Together with Simon he pushed his way out, pulled the grate from its place and to the side.  Simon helped his mother out first and then Heather as they stepped onto a stone ledge along a river bank.  It had rough stone walls to hold back the dirt.  A few feet below them was the river.  They looked across to the other side which seemed impossibly far.  They looked to each side that seemed impossible to climb.  It felt as if they had escaped to the edge of the world.
 
   Conrad looked at the stone walls, estimated his own abilities.  He signaled for Simon to move with him.  
 
   “Help me up,” Conrad said.
 
   Simon looked to Heather and his mother and worried that Conrad would leave them.  He shook his head.
 
   “I go first,” he said.
 
   “I’m better at this,” Conrad said.
 
   “But you’re stronger than me.  You can help them.”
 
   Conrad looked to the two women.  It was true.
 
   “Okay, but don’t bitch to me if I have to touch your ass,” Conrad said.
 
   “Let’s just do this,” Simon said.
 
   Conrad helped Simon up the wall.  As he pulled himself out they all felt a small moment of victory until they realized Heather would have to be next.  After that it was Simon’s mother and finally Conrad.  They celebrated for a moment until it became uncomfortable and Simon took the lead.  He headed up the river and everyone else followed.  The path was easy and they didn’t see anyone as they walked.  It took them almost an hour to get to the farm.  Simon held the barbed wire fence for them to enter the pasture.
 
   After that it was an easy walk through the field to the barn and then the farmhouse.  Conrad stopped in the middle of the yard.  He looked over the abandoned farm.  It was slightly more than living on the street.  It was four walls and a roof but it wouldn’t last long before someone would find him there, report him, and then he’d still have the police on him.  No, he needed something else.  There was only one person who could help him.  He pulled out his phone and dialed.
 
   “What is it?” a familiar voice asked.
 
   “Marcus, you need to come help me.  I’m in serious trouble.”
 
   “Tell me where you’re at and I’ll come get you,” Marcus replied.
 
   “I’ll text you the details,” Conrad said.
 
   The farm house was old.  Its white paint was stained and flaked off in large pieces.  The pillars were bare because the varnish had worn off.  The boards of the porch creaked under foot and felt like they would break with too much weight.  The four of them made their way around looking for an easy way inside and collected at the front door.  They looked around to each other unsure, unprepared, to do what needed to be done next, except for Conrad who didn’t want to be too eager, too willing.  He waited until they seemed to be desperate enough to forgo their ethics.
 
   “I’ll take care of it,” he said.
 
   He stepped to the door and inspected the locking mechanisms.  He pushed on it a little to see if it would give.  He was tempted to kick it in just so he could impress them but decided to pick the lock.  He used a card on the locking handle and was surprised when the deadbolt was fastened.  He pushed inside and held the door for the rest of them.  
 
   “Where are we?” he asked.
 
   “Richard Blatty’s farm,” Simon said.  “I used to help him in the summers when I was a kid.  I couldn’t do much but he always liked having me around.  He died when I was away.”
 
   They entered and looked around at the empty rooms.  There was nothing on the walls, no objects on the floor, just corners.  Simon took his mother by the hand and led her up the stairs to the second floor.  Heather walked back through the first floor and found the kitchen.  Conrad went into the living room, pulled his phone from his pocket and texted the name and town to Marcus before he put it away and opened his bag.  Everything he would need was right there and upstairs, if he could get it, Simon had more.  It’s too easy, he thought.
 
   “I just got a message from Kevin,” Heather said as she stepped into the room breaking him from his reverie.  “He said he’s at the store and asked if we need anything special.”
 
   “How about a drink?” Conrad asked.
 
   “I’m not going to ask him for booze,” she said.
 
   Conrad looked to her, made his best pleading face.
 
   “All right I could use one too,” she said.
 
   “Beer and whiskey,” he said.
 
   “No promises,” she replied before walking away staring at the phone in her hands as she typed a message.
 
   Conrad touched the pistol in his bag, felt it with his finger.  He closed his eyes.  Had he thought about every last detail?  Was he ready for what needed to be done?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 33 - Fooling Around
 
    
 
   Kevin and Conrad had walked all around Blatty’s farm with Heather and Simon and through his house but found themselves separated from the other couple because  there was nothing of interest for them in the place.  Kevin would have ordinarily hated being alone with Conrad but there was a reason for it.  Simon and Heather were locked into their own little group, wanted their own time and their own privacy, the two held hands practically the entire time.  
 
   And because of the party just the night before there was a comfort between the two young men, a familiarity.  After all, Kevin told himself, he had been sitting on Conrad’s lap and let himself be groped.  He had enjoyed it.  He wanted to do it again.  It was naughty and risky there in the living room surrounded by small town heterosexuals but since there was a gap that formed between them.  
 
   Maybe it was the time apart, maybe it was that they weren’t meant to be together or that Kevin had regrets despite Thad’s words.  Maybe it was the tragic death of Lucy or maybe it was Simon and Heather somewhere else in the house or on the farm, or maybe it was because if he made the first move he would seem too desperate, taking advantage.
 
   They were in the master bedroom by a large window that looked out at the farm when Conrad decided to try and take advantage of the situation.  He moved close to Kevin, shoulder to shoulder until their hands touched.  He ran the back of his finger up Kevin’s hand eliciting a giggle and a look.  He took his hand.  
 
   Kevin smiled.  He felt the warmth of another hand and his ears turned red.  He decided to make the next move and faced off with Conrad, moved in for the kiss.  They touched lips and their fingers unlocked to grab at each other.  Kevin decided to be more aggressive and he felt up Conrad, grabbed at his ass through his jeans.  He needed this escape.  He wanted to feel something else.  
 
   Even when Conrad took Kevin’s hand and put it down the front of his jeans and he felt the slimy contents it was something else.  They kissed and sucked at each other’s lips, their tongues pressed together and explored each other’s mouths until they were out of breath and leaned against the window.  Kevin pulled his slime covered hand from Conrad’s crotch and held it up for them both to see.
 
   “Come on, I need this,” Conrad said.  “Grab it again.”
 
   “Slow it down,” Kevin said.
 
   “Please,” Conrad said.
 
   “What are we going to do here?  We can’t just fuck on the floor.”
 
   “Maybe we can do something else.  Maybe you can suck me off?  You know you want it.  Come on, it’ll be easy.”
 
   Kevin pushed him away.  He was repulsed by the idea of doing anything in this house but least of all getting on his knees.  Would there even be any kind of reciprocation?
 
   “Not here,” Kevin said.  
 
   “What about the blankets you brought?  They’re in the trunk of your car.”
 
   “No,” Kevin said.
 
   “What about your car?”
 
   Kevin rolled his eyes.
 
   “Come on, just come with me,” Conrad said before he took Kevin’s hand.  
 
   Kevin let himself be pulled along out through the house and to his car.  They didn’t make it to the front and instead Conrad lured him into the back seat and pulled him close.  There was a thrill for Kevin and he didn’t want it to stop but there were limits.  He wanted to make them clear but then Conrad was kissing him on the throat and he relaxed against the car door.  He felt Conrad undoing his belt and he started to sit up, opened his mouth to speak, but he saw Conrad’s head lower to his crotch.  He saw the back of his head there in his lap, the way hairs stuck up and caught the light.  He grabbed hold of the hair, just to feel it, not some kind of porn move.  His underwear was pulled down and tucked under his balls.  His cock was free for a moment before he felt Conrad’s wet mouth around it.
 
   “Oh god,” he said.
 
   It didn’t take him long to orgasm and afterward Conrad sat back as if he had accomplished something, his own pants were wet.  Kevin pulled up his underwear and closed his jeans.
 
   “Do you want me?  I mean after that I--”
 
   “--Not right now.  I just came myself.  But we could do more.”
 
   “Here?  In this car?  It’s so impulsive.”
 
   Conrad pulled out a cigarette and lit it, offered one to Kevin but he refused.  He asked Kevin for the keys, leaned into the front, stuck them into the ignition, turned it back to get power before he retreated into the back seat and to the other side of the car.  He lowered the window a little and blew smoke out.
 
   “So who was the guy at the party?  The one I helped you with to the car.”
 
   “I could ask you the same thing,” Conrad said.
 
   “Just someone I met on my way out of the party.  I guess people were talking about us.”
 
   “Rednecks,” Conrad replied.
 
   “So who was he?”
 
   “Just some guy who was helping me.”
 
   Kevin raised his eyebrows.
 
   “We were supposed to be selling drugs together and he drank too much.  I don’t blame him.  I like to indulge.”
 
   “So that’s your life?  That’s what you do?”
 
   “You don’t get it, so I’ll tell you.  You have to do everything you can when you get it.  You have to live like you could die tomorrow.  I never leave anything behind.”
 
   “Well, we’re not going to fuck here,” Kevin said.  
 
   “It’s too small,” Conrad said.  “I wish I had my car.  I loved it.  When I was six years old my uncle bought an old Cadillac for my father.  It was old but it had power everything.  I was impressed just by the size of it and I didn’t know any better so it was this great new thing.  I remember they laughed and laughed about it.  When they were coming up it was their dream car but my father forgot about it.  They both moved on to newer things but my uncle remembered.  So he buys it for him.
 
   “One night we’re coming back from a guys’ night out at this steak place.  My dad had a few too many, my uncle had more but my mother hated when we’re out too long so we’re headed back.  I’m sitting in the backseat playing with my toys and everything is just fine, everything is normal.  My uncle he’s fallen asleep like he does.  I remember the sound of him snoring.  Bam, it was all over.  My father hits an oncoming car, just enough that we’re spinning out of control and right into a tree.  My uncle died right there.  My father, he went to jail for D.U.I. and manslaughter.  The people in the other car were fine, mostly.  I just know they didn’t die.”
 
   “What about you?” Kevin asked.
 
   “Me?  Didn’t I tell you?  I’m fine,” Conrad said.  “In a moment it can all be over and I’m not going to play along.  I’m not going to hold my nose down to smell all of the shit.  My father’s life after that was over.  He got out in ten years but he was a broken man.  They got divorced while he was still inside.  My mother and I fought all of the time because I was getting into trouble.”
 
   “What were you up to?”
 
   “Little deals here and there, vandalism, petty stuff, that’s how I met Simon in juvenile detention.  He wasn’t much then but we got along eventually.  He was lucky I wasn’t any bigger and I was nice to him.  I still thought I had something to live for.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 34 - Old Man Parts
 
    
 
   “What are we going to do?” Simon asked.
 
   Heather looked over the edge of the barn’s open loft doorway and to the ground, the dirt path with a few stray pieces of grass and was frightened by the feeling that she could fall.  It wasn’t far, she told herself, maybe break a few bones, but it wouldn’t kill you.  She stepped back and looked to Simon who sat on the floor of the loft rubbing his finger against the grooves and scars in the wood.
 
   The sun had just set and they had both heard Kevin and Conrad go from the car back to the house.  They were divided into their pairs, Heather thought, as she planned to spend the night in the barn away from Simon’s mother.
 
   “What can we do?” she asked.
 
   “We can run away, you, me, and my mother,” he said defeated by his own sarcasm and disappointment.  “It’s simple but I don’t think we’d get very far.”
 
   “What can they really prove?” she asked.
 
   “Nothing, I didn’t kill her, but I’m going to be the prime suspect, especially after she chased me out of her party last night.  I can’t believe she’s dead.”
 
   “She’s dead.”
 
   “It’s just so crazy.  I think she’s the first person I’ve known who died.”
 
   “Me too,” she said, “and I didn’t even know her that well.”
 
   “I spent all of those years in juvenile detention because I stabbed her brother.  Even if the cops don’t arrest me he’ll probably try and kill me.”
 
   “We can hide.  You can come to my place.  No one would know you are there.”
 
   “Can I bring my mother?”
 
   Heather stopped herself from speaking and turned away back to the open doorway and looked out to the house and the tree tops.  Simon looked up to her, got frustrated by the way she turned away so he got to his feet and went to her.  He approached cautiously, touched at each elbow and she pulled away.  She turned on him and looked ready to cry.
 
   “My mother isn’t a killer,” he said.
 
   “What about all those people she supposedly killed?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “All of those old people where she worked,” she said.
 
   “What?  Who said that?”
 
   “It was in the newspaper articles.”
 
   “She worked in a geriatric hospital and old people die.  There were many of them that were her friends.  I remember she used to make treats for them.  She used to give them gifts and things.  She’d pick flowers out of our garden in the spring and the summer.  It wasn’t easy for her working with them.
 
   “I remember she used to talk about the old men who’d grab her and pinch her.  I overheard her talking about having to wash them.  She did everything.  It was a horrible place.  Those old men would shit themselves and she’d have to clean it up.  She used to talk about how they were like big babies.  She’d have to wash the shit from under their balls.  She used to wish they’d been castrated to make it easier.  People used to kid her about seeing large penises and everything but it didn’t mean anything to her.  She dealt with it.  She wouldn’t harm them.”
 
   “Not even the old men who she wanted to castrate?”
 
   “No,” he said.  “She used to work the night shift.  That’s when people usually die.  Four in the morning when it is the coldest part of the night.  That’s when they’d all die.  She told me it wasn’t her fault.”
 
   “What about your father?”
 
   “What about him?”
 
   “He disappeared.”
 
   “So,” he said.  “He wasn’t a very good person.”
 
   She stopped herself from saying more.  What more could she add that wasn’t speculation?  What could she say that wasn’t motivated by her own fears?  She looked him over, the breeze was suddenly louder in the trees, the sounds of crickets and an owl felt like too much.  She wanted this deception to end.
 
   “Maybe we should turn ourselves in,” she said.
 
   “No, we should runaway,” he said.  “We could go anywhere you want.  We could drive across the U.S.,  go to Canada, and Europe.  We’d have to be smart with the money but we could leave this place.” 
 
   “We can’t.  Our lives are here.  We may not like them but we can’t just run away and take your mother with us.”  She looked him in the eye and for a moment he felt like she was trying to tell him something telepathically.
 
   “It’s going to be fine,” he said.
 
   “Don’t make promises.”
 
   “Or it’s not going to be fine but we will deal with it.  The worst case scenario is I get life in prison, but like I said I didn’t do it.  There isn’t any evidence because I wasn’t there.”
 
   She began to cry.  He watched her for a moment until he realized it would only get worse and he pulled her to his shoulder.  He hugged her and held her close.  He felt his shoulder get wet.  He rubbed at her back.
 
   “And I don’t think my mother did it either.  We just have to get a good lawyer and hope the cops aren’t corrupt, and that her brother doesn’t kill me.  You know, a bunch of impossible things to predict.  It will either get worse or it will get better.”
 
   She let out a laugh against his shoulder and pushed away a little to look at him.  She had a puzzled but humored look.
 
   “Thank you Captain Obvious,” she said.
 
   “No, I just mean, I don’t know what I mean.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 35 - Almost
 
    
 
   The sun had begun to set.  Conrad and Kevin decided to leave the car and go back inside the house.  They stopped in the living room where they put some supplies in a brown paper bag.  Conrad made sure to pack the beer and whiskey.  They felt mischievous as they moved through the house with blankets and bags of supplies in their hands back to the room where they had first kissed.  They stuck the blankets against the wall and made a nest, stripped down to their underwear.
 
   “Feels like we’re camping out,” Kevin said.
 
   “It feels like we’re homeless,” Conrad replied.
 
   There was a tinge of bitterness there but Kevin ignored it.  He opened a beer for each of them.  They kissed.  For a moment Kevin was ready to do something more.  He was getting aggressive with Conrad’s body when he heard Conrad open the bottle.  He pulled himself from Conrad’s chest and looked around for a glass.
 
   “I don’t have anything to pour it into,” Conrad said before he put the bottle to his lips.  He took a long drink and handed the bottle over.
 
   Kevin took the bottle and smelled it.  The odor was somehow stronger than he had expected even though he had drank that kind of whiskey before.  It was his nerves, he told himself.
 
   “What the hell,” he said. 
 
   He put the bottle to his lips, felt it burn all of the way down but managed to keep himself from spitting it out as he took a drink almost equal to Conrad’s.  He felt a familiar burn through his body and he moved to the headboard where he reclined on against a pillow.  He took another drink and passed the bottle back.  Conrad did the same but placed the bottle down between his thighs.  They touched at each other’s legs, felt at each other’s crotches but drinking became their main focus.  They each felt like it was getting them closer to something.
 
   They sat like that for a long time passing the bottle back and forth, feeling each other up, kissing a little, but otherwise staying there in a mutual state.  The room became dark except for moonlight that shown through the windows that didn’t have any curtains.  Slowly they sunk down the wall until their heads were on the pillows and the bottle was placed beside them.  
 
   “You’re drunk,” Kevin said.
 
   “I’m happy,” Conrad replied.
 
   Side by side, face to face, Kevin could smell the whiskey on his breath but his own probably smelled much the same.  He was in a comfortable state of inebriation, awake but slightly numb.  Conrad moved to him and kissed him on the lips.  He kissed back and Conrad moved down over his chin to his neck.  Kevin smiled at the feeling until he felt the suction and the teeth.
 
   “Ow,” he said.
 
   “Sorry,” Conrad said, “you’re just so delicious.”
 
   Kevin let out a laugh and Conrad went back to work, pushed him onto his back where he continued to kiss at his body, suckle on him.  Kevin stretched out on the bedding.  He enjoyed the feeling of the sheet against the back of his hand, his calf muscles, and the feeling of Conrad kissing his body, licking it.  He turned his head and for a moment he thought he could fall asleep until he felt teeth again.  He looked down to Conrad’s form and he was about to say something when he felt a hand slip into his underwear and grab at his ass.  He looked up to the ceiling and stretched his head back into the pillow.  Conrad’s lips left his body for a moment and then he felt them again on his thigh.  He reached down and took hold of Conrad’s head, his fingers slipped into his hair.
 
   The lips were gone again and he felt Conrad positioning himself over his body.  He looked up to see the silhouette of him.  He wanted more so he sat up and pulled Conrad down to his lips where they kissed.  Each of them felt at the other’s body.  For Kevin it was just the right amount of stimulation, just the right amount of feeling.  He sat up into the pillows and pulled Conrad with him until Conrad was sitting slightly on his lap.  Their slightly hairy legs rubbed against each other, crotch against crotch they continued to kiss passionately, tongue against tongue.  Conrad grabbed at the sides of Kevin’s head, brushed against his ears to send shivers of pleasure through his body.  He felt like he could work Conrad to some level of satisfaction, maybe for himself as well and that would be it.  But Conrad pulled away.
 
   “Let’s do it,” Conrad said.
 
   “No,” Kevin replied.
 
   “Please,” Conrad said.  
 
   He took hold of Kevin’s shoulder, and pushed against it but he resisted.  He pushed back, grabbed at his hands, his wrists.
 
   “Not tonight,” Kevin said.  “It won’t be very good.”
 
   “Please, I need to feel something.  I don’t feel anything.”
 
   “You drank too much.”
 
   “No, in life, I don’t feel anything.  Do you feel anything?  You can fuck me.  Make me cry, pound me hard.  I don’t care.”
 
   “No,” Kevin said.  “I’m not going to do that.”
 
   “Then let me fuck you,” Conrad said.  “You can’t work me up like this and just stop, not again.  I need to feel something.  I’ll be quick.”
 
   Conrad pushed against him more, lay against him, tried to smother him with his own body.  Kevin was surprised at first, was almost ready to let it happen, but then he imagined just what could happen.  He would be face down and Conrad would be on him from behind.  He wasn’t ready for that.  He didn’t trust him, not in that way.  He pushed back against Conrad’s chest, shoulder, any part of him.
 
   Conrad laughed but fought back until the laughter faded and the two of them were grunting and pushing against each other for position.  Kevin was stronger.  He shoved Conrad from his lap and Conrad shoved back knocking the back of his skull into the wall where it made a thud but Kevin didn’t feel it right then.  He was angered.  He pulled Conrad towards the floor, rolled with him until he was on top but he felt a panic as he realized they were two people on a floor and in the dark.
 
   There was no more sense of play.  It was closer to combat.  Kevin could feel it.  Conrad could feel it.  Conrad sunk his fingers into Kevin’s skin making him cry out in pain and begin to retreat.  It was the opening Conrad needed.  He got to his knees and grabbed at Kevin who grappled him back.  They were locked together trying to get a better position on the other but it was difficult in the darkness.  The adrenaline overrode the alcohol for both of them.  It was pure instinct.
 
   But Kevin found himself to be the stronger of the two and Conrad was predictable as he pushed against him, one quick move and it could be over.  He was getting tired just holding him there and he felt like he needed to end it.  He let go, let Conrad fall against him and slipped Conrad’s head down under his armpit where he got him into a headlock.  Conrad let out a grunt and tried to push against him but he had him locked, felt the softness of his throat.  He would give him the option to quit or else he might have to choke him out, he thought.  
 
   That was when Conrad’s knee slipped in the bedding and they both fell to the floor.  Kevin rolled over Conrad and into the wall making a loud thud that echoed throughout the house.  Kevin felt the sharp pain of hands in his side and the floor against his knee but he pushed himself up and into Conrad who also tried to stand but he pushed through him, pushed him over.  Conrad hit hard, was flat on the floor and groaned in pain.
 
   “Just quit,” Kevin said.
 
   “Not a chance,” Conrad said.
 
   He scrambled to his feet and lunged at Kevin, knocked him against the wall making another thud.  He thought he had the upper hand but Kevin pushed back, stepped around him, placed his foot behind Conrad’s foot, ankle behind ankle and pushed.  Conrad hit the floor again but this time the wind was knocked out of him.  Kevin maintained his grip and assumed a mounted position over Conrad’s chest.  He held Conrad’s wrist and took hold of his other arm until he rendered him powerless.  Conrad struggled, pulled and pushed but he was defeated.  
 
   “Okay, okay, I give up,” Conrad said.
 
   “Really?” Kevin asked.
 
   “Yes, I swear,” Conrad said.
 
   Kevin let go of him, stepped away slowly and began to look for his clothes and make any sense of where he was and what to do next.  Conrad sat up.
 
   “You got lucky,” Conrad said.
 
   “Yeah,” Kevin replied.  
 
   He felt lucky, not because he won but that it stopped.
 
   “You’re a real tease and now that I want something you won’t give it to me.”
 
   “I didn’t lead you on.  We got into bed.  I thought we were going to sleep.  You’re the one with the problem.”
 
   “Yeah, blue balls,” Conrad said.
 
   “Those aren’t real,” Kevin said.
 
   “Want to touch them and find out?”
 
   “Not really,” Kevin said.
 
   “Then get the fuck out of here,” Conrad said.
 
   Kevin looked to the floor.  His clothes were around there somewhere but he wasn’t sure if he could trust Conrad to not attack him, but Conrad retreated to the far wall where he sat and continued to rub at his chest.  Kevin decided to take the opportunity to search for his clothes.  He found his shirt and tucked it under his arm, found his jeans and pulled them on, then one sneaker and the other all while keeping an eye on Conrad.  He pulled on his shirt, made sure everything was in his pockets.  He remembered his hooded jacket and found it.  He pulled it on and looked to Conrad who had gone from dangerous to humiliated.  He walked to Conrad and attempted to reach out to him but Conrad looked up at him and balled his fists.
 
   “Get the fuck out of here before I kill you,” he said.
 
   Kevin held his breath at the threat, the intensity of Conrad’s voice, the dead calm in his eyes.  He had never before felt so threatened, with someone so capable.  He stepped away and turned to the door before realizing it was a bad idea.  He looked back to Conrad as he exited the room, made sure to pull the door closed behind him.  
 
   Conrad looked up to the door and let his hands relax.  He wanted to chase after him, wanted to grab hold of him, pull him to the ground, choke the life out of him but he thought about their struggle.  Kevin would not be so easy.  He was stronger and faster, more capable.  So he thought about the gun in his bag, the same gun he used to shoot Dylan, Tim, and Elliot.  It had been so easy.
 
   No, he told himself, it was never easy.  There would be a body, evidence, and he couldn’t just go around killing people and expect to get away with it.  He told himself that he had fucked up but that it was over.  He felt the sting in his chest and reasoned that what he really needed was to kill the pain.  He thought about the beer down in the cooler.  There were two more bottles left and he told himself he could down both of them, regain that sense of numbness and fall asleep.  He got to his feet, exited the room, walked the long distance down the hallway, down the stairs, another hallway, and eventually the kitchen.  He went to the cooler where he opened it and took out one bottle.  He pressed it against his cheek but it stung a little so he took it away, twisted off the cap, and drank from it.  He drank deep, took a breather, and then pressed it back to his lips and downed some more.  He felt pride and accomplishment by drinking so much so fast, especially cold.  He held out the bottle to the light and smiled because less than half remained.  He looked to the other bottle.  
 
   Tomorrow was another day, he told himself, just finish this, sleep it off, and figure out what to do, what he needed to do, when he woke up.  He picked up the second bottle and turned on his feet but stopped when he saw the form in front of him.  Short with long hair, it was Simon’s mother, he thought.  
 
   “I don’t have time for this,” he said.
 
   That’s when he felt a pressure in the side of his stomach, a small punch, no he thought something else.  He felt the warmth of blood and looked down to see she was holding a knife and it was stuck in his body.  The open bottle fell from his hand, then the full bottle hit the floor and he felt himself go weak as the knife was pulled from his body.  She stabbed again, and again, each time opening more wounds, letting out more blood.  His legs gave out.  His knees buckled.  He fell to the floor and looked up to her form.  She grabbed hold of his hair, pulled his head back so that his chin was out of the way.
 
   One quick slash and she cut through his throat.  He tried to reach out but his hands only twitched.  His eyes closed and he fell.  Blood ran out from his body onto the floor but she stepped away, walked away from his form.  His body seized a few more times and then it was still, lifeless.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 36 - Refuge
 
    
 
   Kevin made it to Thad’s front door without thinking too much about where he was going or what had happened.  He knocked but was frightened by the sound, the way it echoed off all the other houses and down the street.  He worried someone might see him but he knocked again.  He took his phone from his pocket, found Thad’s number, and dialed him.  He heard the phone inside the house and the sound of movement.
 
   “Hello,” Thad said.
 
   “It’s Kevin.  I’m outside.  Can I come in?”
 
   Moments later, Thad opened the door.  He was dressed in a tank top, boxer shorts and was half-awake.  Kevin stepped to him and grabbed hold of him in a hug.  He squeezed tight because he didn’t want to let him go.  
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Just hold me,” Kevin said.
 
   Thad looked out into the street.
 
   “We have to step inside,” he said.
 
   They moved inside and Thad closed the door but Kevin didn’t let him go.  He held him tight and began to cry into his chest, great sobs that rose up through his body and left his shoulders tense but fragile.  He balled Thad’s thin shirt in his hands, felt his knuckles against Thad’s body.  It felt ridiculous and yet there he was.  Thad tried to calm him with some hushing sounds, took hold of the back of his head, let his fingers linger in his hair.
 
   “It’s going to be okay,” he said.
 
   Kevin tried to shake his head but his forehead was stuck there against Thad’s muscle.  He felt saliva leaking from his mouth.  How had he worked himself into such a state when barely anything had happened?  Barely anything, what a thought, no it was something, and he was there in that house with them, his friends, well his friend Heather.  He swallowed it down and pulled his head up to look Thad in the eye.  He wanted to be close again, so close like they had been, and he didn’t want it to stop.  He began to kiss at Thad’s lips but it was unexpected and Thad could barely respond.
 
   “What is this?  What’s going on?”
 
   “It’s that boy Conrad,” Kevin said.
 
   “What?  What happened?”
 
   “He tried to rape me.  We fought.  We had been drinking.”
 
   “What?  We should do something.  We should call the police.  I should go over there.  Is he still in town?”
 
   “No, and yes, and it doesn’t matter,” Kevin said.  “The cops aren’t going to do anything because I got away.  In fact he could probably charge me with assault, and like I said we had been drinking so people will think there is some kind of misunderstanding.  I’m just another gay boy in a small town.”
 
   “But I should do something,” Thad said.
 
   “Like what?  Are you going to crack his skull open for this?”
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   Kevin thought for a moment that he was, that he had cried as much as he could, that it was over but then he felt a pain in his foot, some kind of weird pain that spread up through his body and he felt himself about to cry again so he put his head down against Thad’s shoulder.
 
   “You’re safe now,” Thad said.
 
   “Thank you,” Kevin replied.
 
   “Let’s go to the bedroom and lay down.  We should sleep and it will feel better in the morning.”
 
   Thad began to push against him, turn him to the head to the bedroom but Kevin stopped him using as much of his strength that he could muster.
 
   “Promise me you won’t do anything stupid.  Promise me you won’t go over there.”
 
   “Why not?” Thad asked.
 
   Kevin shook his head.
 
   “Just promise me,” he said.
 
   “Okay, I promise I won’t do anything.”
 
   Kevin turned and they walked back through the house to the bedroom where he took off his clothes and got into bed.  Thad walked to the other side and curled up behind him, his shirt still wet he tried to ignore it but couldn’t so he sat up, pulled off his shirt and tossed it aside before positioning himself again.  
 
   In the warmth of the bed their bodies quickly became one heat source and they both fell asleep.  They were motionless for a long time until suddenly Kevin awoke with a feeling and had to escape Thad’s arms.  He ran to the bathroom and sunk to his knees at the toilet.  He vomited and it felt like every bad emotion was coming out of him.  Thad got out of bed and moved to his side with a glass of water.  He rubbed Kevin’s back, between his shoulders.  Kevin took a moment to consider how lucky he felt before he took the glass and rinsed out his mouth.  Thad smiled at him then did something Kevin wouldn’t have expected by giving him a brief kiss on the lips and hugging him.  
 
   “I hope I don’t have vomit on my lips,” Kevin said.
 
   “I wouldn’t care if you did,” Thad said.
 
   Maybe that’s what love is, Kevin thought, but it sounded too cheesy to say, and he had not really thought about it before but he loved Thad.  He was a little afraid Thad didn’t love him back.  But who else would do this?  Thad helped him up to his feet and back to bed where they got into the same position.  Kevin rested his head against the pillow, Thad’s body felt like a warm refuge against a cruel world.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 37 - The Body
 
    
 
   Heather awoke in the middle of the night to the sound Kevin’s car door slamming shut and him driving away.  She didn’t have any reason to believe something was wrong.  In fact she was proud of him for leaving.  She turned over amongst the blankets and into Simon’s body waking him enough that he rolled away and she moved against his back.  He felt thin against her body.  She closed her eyes and tried to go back to sleep.  It wasn’t difficult but it didn’t last long.  
 
   Another couple hours and she was awake with the sun, the birds, and a lingering cool air that reminded her of that coldest moment of the night and all of those men who had died, that Simon’s mother had possibly killed.  They had been geriatric patients, possibly terminal, and yet despite who ever they were, however difficult they had been, she felt sorry that they died.  She thought about the mistake she had made.
 
   Simon awoke a few minutes later and rolled into her.  They stared each other in the eye and smiled.  He reached up and touched her face before pushing away and getting out from under the blankets.  Dressed in his boxer shorts and undershirt he went out onto the roof through an access hatch and to the edge where he pissed off the side.  She rolled her eyes and let out a moan because she would have to find a more subtle way of doing things for herself.
 
   After taking care of their morning rituals as best they could they dressed and headed into the house to find something to eat.  Simon was in the lead by the time they got to the kitchen.  He saw Conrad’s body there and stopped.  He turned on Heather trying to stop her and block her view of the body but he was unsuccessful.  She let out a scream of desperation and panic.  He took hold of her and turned her away.  
 
   Once he knew she couldn’t see the body he left her and went to it.  He half expected it to move as he got closer but it didn’t.  This is real, he told himself.  The puddle of blood was large and encircled over half the the form.  There was a smell of blood in the air.  He could pick out the iron but didn’t know the names of the other things he was detecting.  
 
   Poor bastard, he thought, but it serves you right.  He moved to the edge of the pool of blood, squatted and tilted his head to see Conrad’s face.  This was no practical joke, bodies don’t just vanish like in video games.  It was there before him and he would probably have to do something with it.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” she answered.
 
   “Really?” he asked.
 
   “Should we call the cops?” she replied.
 
   “I’m not sure,” he answered.  “I think we should check the house first.  Whoever did this might still be here.”
 
   She looked to him, her brow furrowed, her eyes narrowed in on him.  “We know who did this,” she said.  She turned to him and the to the body.  “There’s so much blood,” she said, “and it smells.”
 
   He stood and walked to her, led her out of the room and back to the front door of the house where he stopped her.  He looked her in the eye. 
 
   “We can’t do anything for him,” he said, “it’s all about us now.  We have to do this right.  It was probably my mother.”
 
   “Probably?”
 
   “It could have been Kevin,” he said.  “We don’t know why he left in the middle of the night.  Maybe they had an argument or a fight and this is what happened.”
 
   “Kevin wouldn’t harm him.  He wouldn’t stab him like that.”
 
   “We don’t know for sure.  You should call him.”
 
   She thought to do what he said.  She thought to call Kevin and ask him, or better yet have him come back, but she stopped herself as she thought about the fact that all of her phone’s data was being recorded somewhere, logged for future use.  It would be the same for Kevin.  Maybe he did kill Conrad and maybe he didn’t, maybe he’d be back later that morning having decided to face the consequences but she doubted it.  She told herself she wouldn’t get him involved without proof and there was a much more likely suspect somewhere else in the house.
 
   “I can’t call him,” she said.  “If he didn’t do it then I don’t want him to get involved.  We can’t be sure of anything.”
 
   “Fine,” Simon said.  “But I have to find my mother.”
 
   “I’m going with you,” she said.
 
   They walked through the rest of the first floor and satisfied that it was empty they considered the door to the basement momentarily before realizing just how dark it would be even with the sun coming up so they headed upstairs to what was Kevin and Conrad’s room.  Hand in hand they stepped into the room together to see the blankets had been disturbed, most of them were against the wall but what looked like the top blankets were turned and pulled out toward the middle of the room.  There were empty beer cans, a half empty bottle of whiskey, and a black duffel bag.  
 
   Had there been a fight?  He thought about what Conrad was like in juvenile detention and he thought about Kevin.  No, he told himself, I can’t believe I can see a pattern here, there’s no rhyme or reason.  Heather began to leave when Simon stopped her.  He gripped at her fingers and pulled her back towards himself.
 
   “The bag,” he said.
 
   “Leave it,” she replied.
 
   “I can’t.  We’ve come too far.”
 
   “What are we going to do with it?  What are we going to do with his body?”
 
   “We can bury it,” he said.
 
   “We can’t,” she said, “we can’t just get rid of his body.  Maybe your mother did it, maybe she’s got blood all over her, and we should turn her into the cops.”
 
   “No,” he said.
 
   “”Why not?”
 
   “It wouldn’t be right.  People would still think I did it and she’d be covering for me.  Or maybe even if they think she did it she’d go to jail.  They might kill her.  She’d never make it.  No, we have to get rid of the body.”
 
   “How?” she asked.
 
   He was stunned by the simplicity of the question and tried to recall any lessons he had learned from real life and from television.  He thought through all the processes and their flaws.  He knew if there was a body it was murder but without a body it was just a missing person case, and better yet few people knew Conrad was living at the house, and even if he was, even if they did, that he was trying to leave.  
 
   Simon walked to the duffel bag.  It was half open so he pulled it the rest of the way and looked inside to find socks, underwear, a pair of jeans, and there on the bottom under some kind of cardboard was something else.  He pulled out the clothes and the board.  There in bottom of the bag was his phone, cash, bottles of prescription drugs, a bag of marijuana, and jewelry.
 
   “Look,” Simon said.
 
   Heather walked to where he stood and looked inside the bag.  She reached inside to the money first, picked it up to feel the weight of it, and then she touched the drugs.  There were a few ounces of marijuana.  And jewelry.  Did he steal this from Lucy?  She let out a sigh of relief.  
 
   “I’m going to go check on my mother,” he said.
 
   She nodded and looked back into the bag as she moved her hand to the opposite side and began to feel around.  There was something solid there, long and cold.  She shook her head before opening the bag more fully to see a pistol stuck at the end of the bag with the barrel up.  She touched it again, then picked it up.  It was heavier than she had ever imagined.  It felt wrong just to hold it.  
 
   There was so much power in that little, simple tool.  She looked it over, kept her finger away from the trigger and the end of the barrel pointed away from her body.  She checked the safety and saw that it was off.  She found the cylinder release and opened the gun.  The gun was loaded with two bullets.
 
   She heard Simon talking to his mother and headed back her way.  She snapped the cylinder back in place and put the gun back in the bag that she picked up and carried to the doorway.  Simon was there with his mother.  She had blood on her hands and clothes.
 
   “We shouldn’t let this out of our sight,” she said.
 
   “Good thinking,” he replied.
 
   He led his mother down the hall, down the steps, and she followed him.  They went into the living room and he put his mother in the corner.  He turned to Heather and scratched at his head.
 
   “What do we do now?” he asked.  “We don’t have any shovels.  We don’t have a car.  There are police at my house.  I’m probably wanted for murder, and we have a dead body who used to be my cellmate in juvenile detention and my mother most definitely murdered him.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 38 - Marcus
 
    
 
   Together Simon and Heather wrapped Conrad’s body in blankets and dragged it to the basement where they put it in a dry spot.  They put two more blankets over the pool of blood in the kitchen before returning to the living room where they sat against the wall, neither of them felt like eating despite the noises their stomachs made.  It almost felt like justifiable suffering for what they wanted to do.  They had talked out a plan of calling Kevin back and having him take them to buy a used car with some of the cash, then they would drive across the country, figure out some way to get new identities and start a life somewhere else.  Simon’s mother would come along with them.
 
   They were lost in their thoughts and fantasies when the sound of a motorcycle broke their dreamlike state and pulled them back to reality.  The roar was getting closer.  They looked to each other and then to the windows.  Heather got to her feet first but Simon was the first one to the door.  He opened it and stepped out onto the porch to see a motorcycle pull up in front of the house.  The man on it was large, broad shouldered and dressed in leather.  He didn’t have a helmet.  He wore a bandana, had long hair, and a beard.
 
   “Who is he?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Simon replied.
 
   They watched as the man turned off the engine and dismounted from the bike.  He looked to them and began to walk their way.  He didn’t hesitate as he stepped up onto the porch.  The sound of his boots echoed along the wood and out into the yard.  He stopped a few feet away from them and took off his sunglasses.  They looked up into his blue eyes and for a moment they thought they saw a kindness there before his face hardened and he clenched his jaw.
 
   “Hello,” Simon said.
 
   “Hi,” Marcus replied.
 
   “Who are you?” Heather asked.
 
   “I’m Marcus.  I’m a friend of Conrad’s,” he answered.
 
   They looked to each other before introducing themselves.
 
   “He gave me this address.  He said he was in trouble.”
 
   “Uh, yeah, he is.  I mean he was.  He actually just left,” Simon said.
 
   “He’s not here anymore,” she added.
 
   “Really, because he told me to meet him here.  I expected him to be waiting.”
 
   “Well, actually, the police came and got him,” Heather said.
 
   Just the presence of the man made them nervous.  He smelled of gasoline, motor oil, and weed.  When he moved his arms his exposed biceps flexed in definition.  He seemed like an unlikely friend of Conrad’s and yet there was sincerity in his voice.  
 
   “He’s being questioned,” Simon added.
 
   “Do they have anything on him?”
 
   Marcus turned and walked along the porch to the window where he looked inside the house for a moment before looking back to them.  The noise of his boots had kept them from talking.
 
   “We don’t know,” she said.
 
   “We only just got here.”
 
   “Really?” he asked.
 
   He stood up and took a cigar from his jacket pocket along with a lighter.  He unwrapped it and stuck it between his teeth.  He lit the cigar.
 
   “I’ve been up all night.  I rode all the way here from the city.  I thought he’d be here.  Is this place some kind of hide out?”
 
   “I told him about this place when he said he was in trouble.  We were in juvenile hall together.  He was my cellmate.”
 
   Marcus puffed on his cigar a few more times and walked to the stairs, looked out into the yard.  He took his phone from his pocket and looked back at them.
 
   “I’m just going to leave him a message,” he said.
 
   Heather looked to Simon and then to Marcus.  She wanted to run.  She wanted to scream.  She didn’t want to exist.  They were caught.  Somehow the fates had conspired against them.  
 
   Faint at first but increasingly recognizable was the sound of Conrad’s phone inside the house.  Marcus turned and looked to the door.  He pointed and turned his head in confusion before he stepped past them and opened the door.  The phone continued to ring.  He stepped inside and began to walk towards it.  Heather grabbed at Simon and motioned for them to leave.
 
   “My mother,” he said.
 
   They moved into the doorway and looked for his mother but they didn’t see her.  Marcus moved to the bag and the sound ended.  Heather remembered the gun inside and panicked.  
 
   “He left that here.  That’s why we came.  We’re picking that up for him,” she said.
 
   Marcus stepped back toward them, puffed at his cigar.  He crossed his arms and looked around at the walls.  
 
   “I’ll take it from here,” he said.
 
   “Really?” she asked.
 
   “You can leave it with me,” he replied.
 
   Simon and Heather looked around the inside of the house as best they could but there was no sign of Simon’s mother.  
 
   “We just.  There’s some stuff,” Simon said.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “We gave him some supplies and we wanted to see if anything was left,” Heather answered.
 
   He waved them inside and they went to the kitchen.  He followed behind them, knocked ash from his cigar to the floor.  Their backs were to him as they looked over the remains of the food.  Each of them tried to think of some new plan, some way of getting the money.  Simon’s money was safe in the barn for the moment but Conrad’s money was right there.  It was going to be left behind.
 
   “Conrad is a good friend of mine.  I don’t want you to think you’re leaving his bag with some stranger.  I really care for him.  He’s important to me.  He’s trouble but--”
 
   His words were cut off by a scream of pain, his scream of pain.  They turned on him as he grunted and fell to one knee.  Simon’s mother was just behind him.  She had stabbed him in the side with the kitchen knife.  She pulled the knife out and Marcus struggled to get to his feet dropping the cigar as he did.  He turned on the woman and she slashed at him cutting across his forearm as he grabbed at her.  Simon ran to his back and grappled him but he was clearly outmatched.  Marcus advanced on his mother, dragged him along as he did.  He took hold of her, got the knife from her hand and began to stab her with it.  
 
   Simon wailed and began to cry as he struck the larger man from behind.  Marcus was immune to the blows.  Heather ran past them to the bag.  There was only one thing that would bring him down.  She opened the bag as she listened to them continue to struggle.  For a moment she thought she wouldn’t be able to find the gun but then it was there and she pulled it out, turned and pointed it at Marcus who was sunk down over Simon’s mother choking the life from her, Simon atop him still hitting his back.
 
   “Get out of there,” she yelled to Simon.
 
   He didn’t hear her.  Marcus didn’t hear her.  He didn’t stop until Simon’s mother was dead.  He pushed himself from her body but instead of getting to his feet he fell backwards and fell on Simon who let out a moan.  Heather stepped closer but was wary of getting too close in case he came at her.  If she lost this it was over.
 
   She watched as Marcus struggled to get up.  He made it to his knees and turned at a slight angle to see her.  His eyes widened.  Such a pretty blue.
 
   She pulled the trigger.  The sound deafened them all.  For a moment she was worried she had missed until she saw Marcus’s hardened form crumble.  He fell face forward and thudded against the wooden floor.  Simon crawled to his mother’s lifeless body.  He began to cry as he lay beside her.  Heather kept the gun pointed at Marcus as she moved to them.  She put her back to the wall and sunk down.  She took aim at Marcus’s head but he didn’t move so she lowered the gun down between her legs.
 
   Everything had gone so wrong.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 39 - Guilty Parties
 
    
 
   Two weeks later, Kevin knocked at Heather’s bedroom door before pushing it open with his knuckle.  He looked into the room to where she stood looking over her open suitcase.  She looked to him and smiled before she crossed to him as he entered and they hugged each other.  It was a deep, warm hug that neither of them wanted to stop but they had to and they did.  They looked at each other, then to her clothes.
 
   “Going away permanently?” he asked.
 
   “No, just a kind of vacation,” she said.  “Well, a trip, we’re looking for a new home.”
 
   “So it’s true,” he said.  “I was over at Simon’s and I saw he was selling nearly everything plus the house.  I’m not sure what kind of market there is for old stuffed animals, and a house in this town, even at a discount it wouldn’t be worth it.”
 
   “He knows.  We know.  But we want out even if he takes a loss,” she said.
 
   “He should rent it,” Kevin said.
 
   “Anyone in mind?”
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t be able to pay much, but it’s better than nothing,” he said.
 
   “Wouldn’t you be afraid of ghosts?” she asked.
 
   “I think they’re all dead and buried,” he said.
 
   “You’d have to take over caring for my cat.  We can’t take him with us.”
 
   Kevin walked to the bed where her cat was curled in a ball and picked him up, set him on his lap, and began to pet him.  The cat relaxed against his thighs, twisted and turned under his fingers as it enjoyed the attention.
 
   “No problem,” he said.  “Just the two of us in that spooky old house.  Although I guess we’d have one visitor.”
 
   “Things are going okay with you and Thad?” she asked.
 
   “They are.  I’m not certain about our future together but I was thinking about it last night and he can’t stay in this town forever even if nobody finds out he’s gay there’s still got to be something out there for him.”
 
   Heather cleared her throat and began to sort her clothes.  She tried to keep telling herself that it was just a vacation, a road trip to find a new place, a new town, hopefully a new city.  It wouldn’t be an easy move.  She worried about finding work, having income, and the two of them together, maybe for the rest of her life.
 
   “That was kind of weird burying his mother there though.  I’d never been to a funeral but I kind of always thought it would be at a cemetery.  I didn’t know people still had family plots near their homes.  Yet another reason I guess for not wanting to buy the place.”
 
   “I doubt anyone from in town would want it, aside from you.”
 
   “So is it a deal?”
 
   “We’ll work something out,” she said.
 
   “Great,” he replied before falling backwards onto the bed and stretching out his arms.  
 
   “Do you know what the strange thing is?  The strange thing is that if it weren’t for his mother we might not have survived.  That guy Marcus was so big, so muscular.  He would have made short work of all of us.  If it weren’t for her stabbing him we might all be buried on Blatty’s farm.”
 
   Kevin pushed himself up onto his elbows.  Not all of us, he thought, just you guys.  He almost wanted to say it but stopped himself.
 
   “Who do you think murdered Lucy?  It could have been Conrad but I’m not sure.  I mean the police said he had the jewelry on him and he was a drug dealer but it just feels too easy.  Although they did match his gun to those two other murders in town.  And then there’s Simon’s mother.  She could have overheard Simon or Conrad talking about the party, went out the next morning and did it.”
 
   “But why?” she asked.  “I mean when she cut me I was kissing her son.  If it was about revenge or something then she would have killed Josh instead of Lucy.”
 
   “True,” he said, “but, and I hate to bring it up, that leaves Simon, but you said he was with you the whole night.  No Simon, no mother, I guess it really does come back to Conrad.  He is the likely suspect.”
 
     It all made her feel so desperate and small.  She inhaled deeply to steady her nerves and forced a smile before turning to Kevin who sat tickling her cat’s chin with his finger.  She walked to him and picked up the cat.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” she said.  “Tell me a story.”
 
   Kevin sat up and touched the cat’s head between his ears.
 
   “Well, we weren’t the only ones to have a terrible day.  I was talking with my boss.  He said this guy named David Joshua Granger went on a bender.  His mother owns this bar and he worked there.  He got into a fight with some patrons, but when the police showed up they just said it was a misunderstanding.  He goes from there down to another bar and keeps drinking.  He gets into another fight down there but instead of waiting around for the cops he takes off.  The cops are after him and he leads them on a high speed chase through town all the way out into the farm area and eventually the woods where he’s trying to lose them.  Bam, he wrecked his car.”
 
   “Is he dead?” Heather asked.
 
   “No, poor bastard survived but he’s got all of these broken bones.  He’s going to jail for a long time when he gets out of the hospital probably.”
 
   The story was of little distraction for Heather who set her cat down and went to the dresser where she looked over her jewelry.  She knew the truth about what really happened to Lucy.  It was all inside her.
 
   Heather squinted at herself in the mirror.  Was it possible to confess right then and have it all be over?  Would she give herself up that easy?  She knew the truth but she didn’t want to confront it.  The truth was some piece of history she would take with her.  Some new evidence might be found, someone might come forward, someone might ask the right question and whatever life she built with Simon would be over.  
 
   One year, a decade, or maybe she’d be in an old age home and something, someone, might be discovered.  Would she confess then and would anyone believe her?  Would it be her last words on her deathbed or would she take it to the grave?
 
   “I’m just going to say one more thing and then I swear I’ll stop talking about it.  It’s just strange though because I saw Conrad after the party,” Kevin added.
 
   She looked to him.  The memory of that early morning throbbed in her brain.  There was no good way to explain.
 
   “I thought I said I didn’t want to talk about it,” she said.
 
   “I know.  It’s just, it bothers me.  I saw him with this guy, hell I helped them to the car and it was like, I don’t know.  I didn’t think he’d come back.  What time did Lucy die?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” she said.
 
   “He knew his way around the place and he didn’t have time to steal things when he was with me, but then again he could have done it earlier.”
 
   “Or maybe he saw something valuable when he was with you and came back?”
 
   “Makes sense,” Kevin said.  “It’s just been bothering me.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter anyway, the past is the past,” she said.
 
   “You’re right.  I guess they caught the killer,” he said.
 
   “Of course they did,” a familiar but unexpected voice interjected to their conversation.  Kevin looked to the doorway where Simon stood with his arms crossed.
 
   “Oh, hi there,” Kevin said.
 
   “Would you give us a minute?” Simon asked.
 
   “Of course,” Kevin said.
 
   He got up and looked to Heather who faked a smile before walking away past Simon and down through the house.  They both listened and waited until he was far enough away that he wouldn’t hear their conversation.  Simon closed the door.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.  He was just talking about Lucy and how he doesn’t think Conrad did it because he saw him leaving the party with some other guy.”
 
   “Does he know anything about you?”
 
   “I don’t see how he could,” she said.
 
   “Do you want me to take care of it?” he asked.
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   He looked her in the eyes.
 
   “God no,” she said, “it’ll just go away and he’ll forget about it.”
 
   But the past didn’t just go away, Simon knew that better than anyone, and that’s why after Kevin and Heather said their farewells he made up an excuse to leave and followed him to Thad’s house where he decided to stake the place out and form a plan.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 40 - Final Blood
 
    
 
   Movie credits rolled on Thad’s flat screen television as theme music played softly in the background but Kevin and Thad were both asleep on the couch covered by a thin sheet.  Two empty tumblers sat on the coffee table in front of them next to a half empty bottle of Scotch.  The music faded and there was only the sound of their snoring until the DVD menu popped up with different, louder music.  They awoke at nearly the same moment and Kevin pushed himself up from Thad’s chest leaving a puddle of drool there on his undershirt.
 
   “We fell asleep,” Kevin said.
 
   Thad reached up to his face and brushed his cheek, then wiped away the spit on his lips with his thumb.  Kevin smiled at him and leaned in for a peck on the lips before deciding the music was too annoying and he got up from the couch.  The sheet fell from him back to Thad who stretched and groaned.  Kevin made his way to the DVD player and squatted down to turn it off.  Thad looked to his round, muscled buttocks there in his white briefs, the cleft of them perfectly framed by the fabric.  He shook his head and thought, this is too perfect.  I am too lucky.
 
   “What do you want to do now?”
 
   “Let’s call it a night,” Thad said.
 
   Kevin stood and adjusted himself in his underwear as he looked around to reacquaint himself with the world and the house.  He had taken to spending more time there at the house and yet it was still unfamiliar.  He had yet to memorize all of the little details.  He felt sweaty and unclean.  He sniffed at himself and didn’t like the odor.
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked.
 
   “Very,” Thad said.
 
   “Well, I need to get a shower,” Kevin added.
 
   “I’m going to make sure everything is locked up.”
 
   Thad got to his feet and moved to Kevin where they kissed again, but this time they grabbed at each other a little before pushing away.  Thad lingered there for a moment and sniffed at Kevin, faked disgust.
 
   “You’re right.  You do smell,” he said.
 
   “Give me a minute to get cleaned up.”
 
   They kissed again briefly on the lips before going their separate ways.  Kevin went to the bathroom and Thad went to the front door.  He was happy to find it was locked and began his routine of checking each window, which were all closed, and eventually made his way to the back door where he found the handle was locked.  He pulled the deadbolt and hooked the chain, then turned and went back to the living room where he put away the bottle, headed to the kitchen where he washed out the two glasses.  He made his way to the master bedroom where the door to the bathroom was open and the lights were on, the shower was running.  He went to the bed and picked up his book from the nightstand, pulled back the covers and sat.  He opened the book and began to thumb through the pages, but the text didn’t make any sense to him.  It wouldn’t be a good night to read, he told himself.  
 
   He was about to put the book away when he heard the shower stop and he looked to the bathroom.  He listened as Kevin dried himself and fumbled with some kind of clothing.  He stared at the doorway in anticipation of what he might see.  He was delighted when he saw Kevin step into the frame in a jockstrap and nothing else.
 
   “You’re going to wear that to bed?” Thad asked.
 
   “Why not?  It’s my lucky jockstrap.”
 
   “I’m surprised the straps aren’t all stretched out.”
 
   “Very funny,” Kevin said.  “Maybe we can give them a tug tonight.”
 
   “You read my mind,” Thad said.
 
   Kevin walked into the bedroom and to Thad who pulled him into a kiss.  They fell backwards onto the bed.  Their two bodies pressed together.  Thad enjoyed the weight of him there and Kevin liked the feel of the parts of their bodies as they touched.  In a mutual act they rolled onto their sides as they continued to fondle each other.  Eventually, they pushed their way onto the bed and into the pillows.  
 
   “Do you trust me?” Thad asked between kisses.
 
   “Completely,” Kevin said.
 
   “I don’t want to use protection tonight.”
 
   “Okay,” Kevin said.
 
   It was the first time they would ever have sex without a condom.  Thad moved to his neck, down over his chest, and lifted Kevin’s knees into the air.  There was a moment of absence as Kevin only felt Thad’s hands holding the backs of his knees and then he felt something, his tongue, press into that forbidden crevice of his body.  Kevin arched his back, his head slid along the pillow, and his eyes rolled into the back of his head as he let out a moan of pleasure.
 
   Thad continued to stick his tongue inside of him, toy with the wrinkled skin as he moaned and grunted.  It was the first time they had done that too.  Kevin reached down to the top of Thad’s head and ran his fingers through the man’s hair.
 
   “Don’t stop,” he said.
 
   “This jockstrap was a good idea,” Thad said.
 
   “Keep going,” Kevin replied.
 
   Thad worked him for several more minutes until his jaw was tired and that’s when he began to use his fingers to carefully push into the opening.  Kevin grabbed at the sheets in anticipation of that moment of pain as he tried to focus on his breathing and relax his muscles.  
 
   One finger and then another, Kevin felt the pressure there undoing the tension and stress he had been feeling.  In that moment there was no past and no future.  They were both as vulnerable as they could be to each other and to anyone who could possibly find them.  He felt Thad adjust himself on the bed and he felt his penis touch him.  It was slimy and he felt the hairs of Thad’s scrotum.
 
   “Are you okay?” Thad asked.  “Are you sure you want to do this?”
 
   Kevin looked up to him and they looked each other in the eye.  Their ears were red and their faces had highlights of color as well.  Sweat covered their skin.
 
   “Yes,” Kevin said.
 
   Thad pressed the tip of his dick to Kevin’s anus and slowly pushed inside until he felt a natural constriction.  He pulled back out, then pushed back in, back and forth, back and forth until his dick slid easily.  He pushed all of the way in before leaning down for a kiss.  Kevin’s hand went to the pouch of his jock where he felt his hard dick and a spot of ejaculate.  He worked the bulbous tip with his fingers as they kissed and Thad made small thrusts.  They were like that for a long time.  There was only the two of them locked together like puzzle pieces.
 
   “I can feel your heart beat,” Thad said.
 
   Kevin let out a laugh before saying, “I trust you”.  Neither of them wanted it to end.  They wanted to stay locked together for the rest of their lives but eventually the endorphins faded and what they were doing began to feel too real, too practical.  Thad worked himself faster until the headboard began to hit the wall.  Kevin looked up to see the piece of wood knocking above his head and he smiled.  That’s when he felt Thad grab hold of him and heard the man let out a moan so he worked himself to an orgasm as well.  Their two bodies felt like used, sweaty tools as they shared a kiss before Thad pulled out and got off the bed.  Kevin looked to him, then got up and followed after him.  His legs were weak and stiff but he forced himself to move.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Who could sleep after that? Kevin thought as he dried himself for the second time that night.  Thad was still in the shower washing himself.
 
   “I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep,” Kevin said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I said, ‘I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep’.  We should stay up all night.”
 
   “No, we both have things to do tomorrow.  Go pour us a night cap and I’ll come join you.”
 
   Kevin set the towel on the counter and smiled at himself in the mirror before he walked out to the bedroom where he took a pair of clean underwear from the dresser and pulled them on, then a t-shirt.  He walked away, down the hall, playing with his hair as he did.  He liked the feel of it as it was still damp.  
 
   He stepped into the kitchen, got the two tumblers and the bottle, poured a drink for himself and sipped at it.  He liked the taste and felt like he needed something extra to settle him so he poured a little more before walking with the glass out into the living room.  It was nice to be able to walk around a house as freely as he did, to have someone there.  He listened for Thad but decided he was taking too long and began to wonder through the rooms, eventually he made his way to the back of the house where he saw the back porch.  He had been out there many times before but never in his underwear at night.  
 
   The porch was open air so anyone could see him and he thought about the neighbors and what they would say but he decided it was worth the risk.  No one would see him, especially if he didn’t turn on any lights.  He opened the sliding door and stepped out onto the wooden deck.  He could feel the fibers of the boards against his feet and smell something sweet.  He heard the crickets and other insects.  He stepped to the banister and felt the cool air.  He looked up to the sky and saw it was clouded over.  He scratched at the back of his leg with his toe.
 
   It was several minutes before he heard Thad step out as well.  He didn’t look to the man but waited for him.  Thad stepped behind him and wrapped his arms around him, kissed at his neck before settling his chin on Kevin’s shoulder.  
 
   “I shouldn’t be out here like this,” Thad said.
 
   “Holding someone?”
 
   “No, naked,” Thad said before pressing his body fully into Kevin’s.
 
   Kevin let out a laugh and Thad shushed him which caused him to giggle more.  Thad kissed him to keep him quiet and it worked.  Kevin turned to him and they pressed their bodies together again.  Kevin reached down to Thad’s ass, groped it, then spanked him playfully to hear the sound.  Thad let out grunt of pain and laughed.  
 
   “You’re going to get us in trouble,” he said.
 
   “Go put some pants on and come join me,” Kevin said.
 
   “Okay, but I’m getting something for you too,” Thad said.  
 
   He turned and walked away.  Kevin watched his silhouette move amongst the other shades of darkness and back into the house where he turned on an inside light before continuing to the bedroom.  Kevin saw that he had been partially illuminated by the light and stepped out of it and to a porch swing where he sat.  
 
   Everything returned to the normal ambient sounds for a moment before he heard the sound of movement.  Was it breaking branches or leaves?  He shook his head and was ready to dismiss it when he heard more noises.  He took a deep breath, counted to ten, and tried to listen more carefully.  The woods were full of wildlife and it was entirely possible that’s what he heard.  There were more noises and they were getting closer.  Could he hear breathing?  He opened his eyes and looked around but could barely tell shapes apart, he struggled to not see patterns.
 
   “Who’s there?” he called out in a whisper.
 
   There was no response.  He began to feel foolish and he wanted to run for the door, pull it closed behind him, lock it, and get Thad but he stopped himself.  What if it was just an animal?  There are no such things as monsters, he told himself.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Kevin is that you?”
 
   The response was unexpected and it sent shivers down his spine.  He recognized the voice but he couldn’t identify who spoke.  
 
   “Who is that?”
 
   “It’s me, Simon.”
 
   “Simon?” Kevin asked.
 
   “Can I come up on the porch.  I have to talk to you.”
 
   “Yeah, sure, come on up.  I’m not exactly decent.  Can you see?”
 
   “Yeah, my eyes are adjusted, hold on.”
 
   Simon walked up the stairs and partially into the light.  He paused for a moment to get his bearings, somehow he had lost track of where Kevin was in the darkness.  
 
   “I’m over here,” Kevin said.
 
   Simon stepped closer and into the light.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Kevin asked.  “Why are you here?”
 
   “It’s Heather,” he said, “she hurt herself and I had to take her to the hospital.  I don’t have a cell phone and I couldn’t find hers but she told me where you live.”
 
   “Oh my god,” Kevin said.  “Is she okay?”
 
   “She’s going to be fine,” Simon said.
 
   Simon stepped out of the light and closer to Kevin.  He pulled the knife from his pocket but kept his hand at his hip where he opened the blade.  He moved closer, but even he was having trouble in the darkness.
 
   “What can I do?”
 
   “I just thought you should know.”
 
   Kevin sipped at his drink and Simon moved closer.  
 
   “Why’d she do it?” Kevin asked.
 
   “She was pretty upset after you left.  I think it was the things you were saying about Conrad.  She started to think that if you said something to someone that people would think I did it.  I didn’t do it Kevin, but she was just so stressed, and with everything happening with her father...”
 
   “No, right, of course,” Kevin said.
 
   “I just, I thought, I don’t know.  I didn’t have anyone I could tell.  Can I sit down?”
 
   “Uh yeah, but it would be better if we went inside,” Kevin said before he stood and stepped away from Simon to the door.  He paused for a moment in the light and looked back to Simon who closed his knife and followed after him.  They walked along the hallway back towards the kitchen.
 
   “Sorry for the way I’m dressed but you caught me at a bad time.  I can’t believe Heather hurt herself.  I should check my phone.  I turned it off because we were watching a movie.”
 
   “We?” Simon asked.
 
   “My boyfriend and me,” Kevin said.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s in the other room, but let’s go to the kitchen and I’ll pour you a drink.”
 
   “That sounds good,” Simon said.
 
   Kevin led him into the kitchen where he poured a three finger shot into the waiting tumbler and looked to Simon who moved close to take the glass.  Simon raised it to his lips and downed the drink.
 
   “Slow down,” Kevin said.  “You said she’s okay.”
 
   “She’s fine,” Simon replied.
 
   They were an odd sight as they stood face to face only a few feet apart.  Kevin was in his underwear yet comfortable.  Simon was dressed in his semi-formal attire and looked tense.  
 
   “Let me go find my phone,” Kevin said.  “It’s in the bedroom.”
 
   “No, uh, that’s not necessary,” Simon said.
 
   “It’ll be just a minute,” Kevin replied.
 
   He walked away not expecting Simon to follow him but when he did Kevin wasn’t bothered by it until they got closer to the bedroom where he realized Thad might still be naked.
 
   “Hey Thad are you dressed?  Simon is here, Heather’s boyfriend.  He said Heather hurt herself and is in the hospital.  I’m just looking for my phone.”
 
   “Uh, let me step into the bathroom,” Thad replied.  
 
   “Let us know when it’s safe,” Kevin said.
 
   “Okay, it’s safe,” Thad called back.
 
   Kevin pushed open the partially closed bedroom door and stepped into the bedroom where he began to look around for his phone.  Simon reached into his pocket.  He hadn’t expected to kill two people and yet it felt like the thing he had to do, especially before Kevin checked his phone.  
 
   As Kevin stepped away from the bathroom and to the far wall he followed him, tried to get closer.  He opened the knife, gripped it so tightly his knuckles went white.  He bit at his lip as he moved closer and closer.  He could count the hairs on the back of the other young man’s head.  Such an odd thing to think before he was going to stab someone.  Simon reached out with his left hand to grab at Kevin’s hair, his right hand out at his side ready to bring the knife around.  Kevin picked up his jeans.
 
   Thwack!  The sound of something very hard hitting something that sounded hollow made Kevin lower his head and raise his shoulders, rending the garment as he did.  He heard something, someone, fall behind him.  He turned slowly to see Thad was there with his baseball bat and dressed in his housecoat.  Simon was on the floor with blood leaking from his skull, a knife at his side.
 
   “What just happened?” Kevin asked.
 
   “I just saved your life,” Thad said.  “Is he alive?”
 
   “I don’t think he’s going to get up any time soon,” Kevin said.
 
   “Get the knife,” Thad said.
 
   “I’m not sure.  It’s evidence.”
 
   “Just get it,” Thad commanded.
 
   Kevin knelt down and picked up the knife by the blade to try and preserve finger prints.  He stepped back from Simon’s body and shook his head.
 
   “This doesn’t make any sense,” Kevin said.
 
   “It doesn’t have to make sense.  I’m calling the cops.”
 
   Kevin nodded, then remembered the phone in his jeans.  He took it out and turned it on as he heard Thad making the call from the house phone.  He saw several missed calls and text messages from Heather.  She was looking for Simon.  Thad walked back into the room.
 
   “Get dressed, they’re sending an ambulance and the police,” he said.
 
   “Right,” Kevin said.
 
   None of it was something he wanted to happen and yet it was there, Simon was there on the floor, he had a knife and was going to try and stab him, them.  He pulled on his jeans as he watched Thad change from his housecoat into clothes.  
 
   Simon had to be there for a reason.  It had to have been what he said to Heather, and if it wasn’t Conrad who killed Lucy then it had to have been Simon.  Heather had to be covering for him.  It was rational that she did but it almost led to another murder, his own.  Kevin sat back down on the bed, rubbed at his forehead, and quietly waited.
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