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      “Though the mills of God grind slowly,

      yet they grind exceeding small;

      Though with patience He stands waiting,

      With exactness grinds he all.”

      -Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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      A fleet of luxury cars snaked its way through Valley Academy, plucking students off the curb, all boys. The final bell had rung and afternoon activities were concluded. Valley Academy was a boarding school but not all students resided there—some returned home each day, those ducking into Lexus sedans and Mercedes SUVs.

      Daniel Jennings, standing near the Academy’s exit, was on parking lot duty. One hand waving, the other shoved into the pocket of his red Academy windbreaker. A mid-November chill had blown into Virginia, tearing golden leaves off maple trees, and Jennings shivered and turned back toward the campus, the final car gone.

      The inherent chaos of a boarding school was halved as the day concluded. Instructors and administrators relaxed, handing responsibility off to dorm proctors.

      It takes a village.

      Today Jennings was intercepted by his supervisor near Monty Hall. Angela Pierce was young for her position, Director of the Upper School. The faculty believed her inexperience ate at her and that she compensated with her sharp wardrobe and a glare.

      “Mr. Jennings, you have a parent conference in your classroom.” The wind blew some brown hair into her mouth and she spat it out.

      “Do I,” said Jennings. Parent conferences were rare.

      “It’s unscheduled. I’m sorry to drop it on you.”

      Jennings shrugged and walked by her. “I don’t mind. I’m free.”

      “Wait.” She caught up. “Let’s talk first.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      In front of him now, Ms. Pierce pivoted on her heel, looking all directions and guaranteeing their privacy. She was shorter than Jennings; her head tilted up and her cheeks reddened.

      “It’s about Benjamin Lynch,” she said.

      “Benji. Okay.”

      “You haven’t met his father yet.”

      “I did at orientation. Tall guy, noisy, big-shot attorney.”

      Pierce nodded. “What else do you know?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You haven’t heard any rumors?”

      “I haven’t. Why?”

      “Good,” she said. “Good.”

      She looked away and Jennings noted her anxiety. He’d known since meeting her in August that she was in over her head. A commanding officer overcome by events wasn’t hard to spot.

      Jennings was only three months into his first year and already he bore the same signs of fatigue she did. Training in the Army was harder than the first year of teaching, he’d decided, but it was close. The effects were probably the same—a winnowing of those who couldn’t endure it.

      “Ms. Pierce.”

      She shook her head and came back. “Yes. I’ll fill you in, about Benjamin’s father. Peter Lynch. He’s a lot. He’s one reason you were hired.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “A couple things. One, because he had the history teacher before you fired, thus the vacancy. And two, we’re hoping he respects you. We put Benjamin into your class knowing this day would come.”

      “Sounds scary, Ms. Pierce. Scarier than you?”

      She smiled a little.

      “We’re speaking in confidence, Mr. Jennings.”

      “Sure,” he said.

      “Yes? Because I shouldn’t have told you about the previous history teacher. I don’t know how that slipped out. I’d prefer you didn’t repeat it.”

      He thought she could use a friendly pat on the shoulder. Hang in there, Pierce. We’re all in this together. But she’d resent it if he tried. His hands remained in his pockets.

      She said, “He’s direct. Intense. And he’s wealthy, Mr. Jennings. He has new money and a lot of it. Mr. Lynch is one of our school’s primary benefactors and that provides him leverage. Leverage he’s not afraid to use. Do you understand?”

      Jennings knew about the school’s benefactors. The faculty called them titans. “I follow.”

      “I hate saying that but it’s true.”

      “There should be some give and take.”

      “He purchased the give and take in advance.”

      “No big deal. That’s life,” said Jennings.

      “I looked at your record book on PowerSchool. Benjamin’s grades are…”

      “Suboptimal.”

      “Yes, a good word, Mr. Jennings. They are suboptimal. What can be done?”

      “He can turn in assignments. I don’t think Benji will ever ace a test put in front of him but if he turns in work he’ll pass.”

      “Benjamin has to pass. You know what he means to the school,” said Pierce.

      “He’s a good kid.”

      “You don’t mind helping him?

      “No.”

      “And you can handle Mr. Lynch.”

      “I can handle them both.”

      “That’d be ideal, for all of us. I suppose you’re accustomed to being yelled at, from the Army.” Another small smile, a concession they were both human. “Although Mr. Lynch doesn’t really yell that I’ve heard.”

      That was it. She’d named the source of Jennings’ confidence. Some inner conviction that parents couldn’t be as bad as a drill sergeant. Putting words to it released a small reservoir of anxiety in Jennings’ stomach.

      “I’ve been yelled at. And I’m not the one missing assignments.”

      “Wouldn’t it be nice if parents thought that way, Mr. Jennings. You better go.”

      “Wish me luck.” He went for the door.

      “You don’t need luck. You have…built in respectability. Just don’t squander it.”

      Jennings stopped again. Grinned and restored an inner order. “You don’t have to be nervous, Ms. Pierce.”

      “I’m not. Well, not really. But thank you.”

      “What are the rumors?”

      “What do you mean?” she said.

      “You asked if I had heard rumors about Mr. Lynch.”

      “Ignore them. Nothing was confirmed.” She walked away, toward James House, like she didn’t want to be a witness.
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      Daniel Jennings' classroom was on the first floor of Montgomery Hall, nicknamed Old Monty because the structure existed before Valley Academy purchased the property. Jennings hadn’t taken down his predecessor’s posters or wall maps, the space looking very much as it had for three years. Books were his only contribution. He filled the shelves with Stephen Ambrose, David McCullough, Ron Chernow, Doris Kearns Goodwin, John Lewis, and various biographies of presidents. An Erik Larson book, In the Garden of Beasts, was open on his desk, face down.

      Classrooms looked like classrooms no matter how much private money was spent. Students still required desks resistant to graffiti. Floors needed to be impervious to stains and easily cleaned. Walls, accessible for annual painting. Technology had updated dry erase boards to Active Boards, but the appearance remained constant.

      Jennings loved it, loved it all. His classroom, the hallway, the optimism, the pencils, the collegiality. Similar in structure to a military base but vastly dissimilar in spirit. He felt a desperation to earn his spot, because here sprang hope.

      And here there were dragons.

      Peter Lynch waited with his son. Three student desks were arranged in a circle. He and Benji, an enormous man and boy, overwhelmed two of them. Lynch was forcing Jennings to sit in the third, preventing him from using his teacher’s desk as a defendable fortress.

      Oh yes. I remember him.

      Lynch was the hairiest man Jennings had ever met. Black hair combed back and gelled in place, covering his ears. Long eyebrows. Black beard trimmed short. Hair grew under his Adam’s apple and sprouted from his sleeves. Like a black bear given a cut and shoved into a suit.

      Lynch didn’t stand.

      Jennings said, “Good afternoon.”

      Lynch flipped through a history book. “Funny how facts change, isn’t it, Daniel. Pluto used to be a planet. Now it doesn’t measure up, the little shit.”

      Jennings lowered into the third student chair, an awkward motion for him.

      “Sorry I’m late.” Up close Jennings saw Lynch’s skin was pale beneath the hair, a disagreeable contrast.

      “The rigors of academia,” said Lynch.

      “I have car duty after sports.”

      “Car duty after sports. What honorable responsibility for a man. Here.” Lynch jabbed a finger into the history book. Between knuckles, tufts of black hair. “The Civil War. Growing up, Daniel, we were taught it was fought over states’ rights. Now it’s about the African Americans. But you might be too young, raised after the facts changed.”

      “We were probably overdue for a refresh. Some older history books were written by Daughters of the Confederacy.”

      “Letting the losers write the account? How nice of the Union.” Lynch looked at Jennings for the first time and smiled. Stark white teeth, porcelain veneers too big. Jennings had seen the face and the smile on television commercials and on billboards all over Roanoke. “You’re our school’s new history instructor.”

      “Dan Jennings.”

      “Do you walk with a limp, Daniel?”

      “An old injury.”

      “My son, Benjamin, tells me he enjoys your class. Some of the instructors are too strict. Some are soft. Some are boring. But yours, Daniel, yours is fun. Did you hear that? Fun.”

      “History is a narrative, Mr. Lynch. Humans learn better when facts are codified into a story. It’s fun organically if the instructor is willing.”

      “Did you learn that from your training in education?”

      “No I didn’t.”

      “No you didn’t because you don’t have any training in education. I remember that from your résumé. That has to be a blow to your confidence. You’re new, you limp, and you have no training in education.”

      Jennings was surprised but he hoped it didn’t show. He’d walked into a boxing match.

      “Parents review résumés?” he said.

      “I’m not just a parent, you know that. Or are they tossing you blind to the wolves?”

      “I wouldn’t call Benji a wolf. Some of his classmates, maybe.” Jennings grinned at the boy. Benji grinned back, guarded, would only make brief eye contact. He still wore his football gear, coming straight from practice.

      “They aren’t the wolf, Daniel. What did they tell you about me?” said Lynch.

      A pause to select the correct words.

      “I was told a moment ago that I had a conference with you, an esteemed member of the Academy’s community.”

      “Your loyalty wastes my time. Or is it cowardice? You spoke with Angela Pierce.” He leaned back in the chair and its architecture groaned. “Angela. We’re a new institution. Turnover is inevitable and it takes a while to fill the posts with proper leaders. Inevitable but irksome.”

      “How can I help you, Mr. Lynch?”

      “Remind me. I’m thinking back to your Curriculum Vitae. You went to college at James Madison?”

      “Yes.”

      “You couldn’t get into UVA or Richmond.”

      “I didn’t try.”

      “You majored in some exhausting social science, I imagine.”

      “Management and Leadership, and a minor in History. Does it matter?”

      Another flash of teeth. “Setting fire to fifty thousand dollars. I hope it got you laid, at least.”

      “Dad,” said Benji.

      “Let this be a lesson, son. Some men have to pay for it.”

      “Dad, come on.”

      Despite the unexpected antagonism, Jennings’ blood pressure remained steady. He’d faced worse. He learned to squeeze on the antagonism, use it to force focus. After the threat passed, he’d deal with the stress then.

      He gave Lynch a small smile. He gave Lynch patience and nothing else, and he declined to reply.

      But good grief, poor Benji.

      “After that financial waste, you joined the military? Those broad shoulders you’re so proud of, that’s where they come from.”

      “Does this have anything to do with your son, Mr. Lynch?”

      “Of course it does, you’re his instructor. In theory. You joined the military after college?”

      “The Army.”

      “Not as an officer, though,” said Lynch.

      “No, I enlisted.”

      “Enlisted. A college degree does wonders at boot camp. I bet that comforted your parents after the tuition flush. You survive all four years, Private? Or should I say, Specialist?”

      “Medical discharge after the fourth year. I was a Staff Sergeant,” said Jennings.

      “Medical discharge. Your limp?”

      “Yes. Would you like to talk about Benji?”

      “Where were you assigned, Daniel?”

      “Fort Bragg.”

      “What battalion?”

      “1st Special Forces.”

      Lynch’s posture was naturally hunched, like a big orangutan, but now he sat a little straighter.

      “You surprise me, Daniel. Surely not Delta Force.”

      “Green Beret. 3rd Group in the 2nd Battalion.”

      “Well well. Those little shits, bringing you here, thinking that’ll work.” Lynch took a deep breath, a noisy phlegmatic sound. “Benjamin, you didn’t tell me your history instructor was a Green Beret. I’m surprised I didn’t notice special forces on your CV. Specialty?”

      “Medic, assigned to battalion support,” said Jennings.

      “Ah, a medic in a support company. Still, that’s something.” Lynch paused and searched the air, like a grizzly snuffling out a scent. “Jennings. Jennings. Are you related to Jim Jennings?”

      “My grandfather.”

      “God almighty, Daniel. Your grandfather was Major General Jim Jennings, Vietnam Veteran and kin to Henry Jennings, a general in the Union Army. And you were medically discharged as a Staff Sergeant? They must be turning over in their graves.”

      Jennings felt the oxygen go out of his lungs. His head swam listening to his lineage used as a battering ram. He gripped the desk for support and he again chose not to reply.

      No wonder Ms. Pierce fled.

      “A medic,” said Lynch. “Don’t beat yourself up, Daniel, I hear RASP is damn hard.”

      “RASP is for Rangers, Mr. Lynch. I passed the special forces’ 18D and I chose to be a platoon medic.” The defense sounded lame to his own ears. He wished he’d kept quiet.

      “Good for you, Daniel. Those damn rifles are heavy, aren’t they.”

      Jennings had been a trigger-puller, carrying an MK18. He’d been good with it and still possessed an M4, a purchase he regretted. But he wouldn’t defend himself against this man again. “Thank goodness I didn’t shoot my eye out.”

      “Why didn’t you become a male nurse after? There’s still time.”

      “Dad,” said the boy.

      “It’s okay, son. Daniel and I are joking the way adults do. Testing mettle.”

      “We should talk about Benji.”

      “His name is Benjamin.”

      “I don’t mind, either way,” said the boy.

      “Your name is Benjamin, son, and it matters. Look at Daniel. Little things add up to big things. He introduced himself as Dan. Dan. Dan the injured platoon medic. You wish you’d gone in as an officer, don’t you, Dan.”

      “Benjamin is failing my class and he can’t play football,” said Jennings, hiding behind the boy and his grade book. “Want to talk about that?”

      “Yes we better. No child left behind, Daniel, and yet here we are. You’re failing my son. What do you intend to do about it?”

      “I intend to teach him well and fairly grade all the work he turns in, Mr. Lynch. My room is used for a study hall during lunch for students with late work. Benji’s welcome to attend.”

      “He’s welcome to attend.”

      “Yes.”

      “Your faith in the purity of the system feels like baby powder. How generous of you, Daniel, putting in extra time. Going the extra mile. But it’s taking a toll. You look tired. The first year is hell, isn’t it.”

      “It’s a lot.” Jennings nodded. “Here’s the plan, Benji. Or Benjamin. You come to my room for lunch the next two weeks and get your late work done. You should be passing by then.”

      “But the football game’s Friday,” said Benji.

      “Work quick. You can do it. I’ll help.”

      “He’s playing in that game, Daniel.”

      “Kids don’t play if they have a D or F, Mr. Lynch. Not my rules.”

      “Benjamin’s other instructors have a background in education. And he’s passing those classes,” said Lynch.

      “He got lazy in my classroom. It happens.”

      “Maybe you’re too busy being fun. You know what’s not fun, Daniel? Football. It’s work and it matters. A contest among men, and Benjamin already has interest from several ACC institutions as a junior. He’ll be playing football on Saturdays at the Virginia Military Institute and he’s playing in the game on Friday.”

      “He’s got four days. He can do it,” said Jennings.

      “Of course he can do it. It’s not Benjamin whose got’damn ability is on trial.” Lynch’s face reddened and he stood in a rush. The movement of air brought the scent of heavy cologne to Jennings. It nauseated him. Lynch took a moment to tug on his cuffs and pull his suit jacket into place and Jennings knew he was talking himself out of taking a swing. Lynch inhaled and exhaled through his nose, the way a bull snorts, and a drop of blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. He snapped a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at it.

      Benji saw his father’s blood. “Dad, it’s okay. You should go. I’ll do the lunches and get my grades up. Besides I’ll be late for dinner. Okay? We should go.”

      Jennings stood too. He couldn’t do it as quickly and Lynch was taller by four inches. So was Benji. The Lynch boys were long-limbed and thick.

      And hirsute.

      Lynch said, “We’re done. I need to visit the lovely and lonely Ms. Hathaway. I noticed her car still in the parking lot.” Lynch looked down at Jennings, an angry crimson grin, and he stuck out his hand and Jennings shook it. There was no contest of strength. No pressure. Jennings felt like he shook hands with a mannequin. “Here’s some advice, Dan. Your career in education will be a lot like your career in the military. It’ll be difficult and you’ll be paid shit. You need to be careful, else it’ll be short. So tread lightly, keep your gun oiled, and make friends with the General.”

      Jennings gave him a polite smile in return. He let go and wiped his hand on his pants.

      “Bye Dad.” Benji grabbed his stuff. “See you, Mr. Jennings.”

      He hustled out and Lynch followed him to the door. Lynch had car keys in his left hand, the same hand holding the handkerchief. On his keyring was a large fish hook. He was scraping the pad of his thumb across the sharp barb over and over.

      Lynch pinned Jennings with a mocking smile, the kind a bear gives a salmon flopping on a rock.

      “Not bad, Daniel. You reek of sweat and fear but you didn’t break.”

      “I don’t break, Mr. Lynch.”

      “We just met. Give me time, I enjoy the process.”

      Jennings maintained the cold smile.

      Lynch left the room like a tornado lifting into the clouds, sunlight returning.

      Jennings lowered into the chair again and his thighs began to shake.
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      Some men have to pay for it.

      It’s not too late to be a nurse. A male nurse.

      Your grandfather must be turning in his grave.

      Jennings was still sweating ten minutes later. Lynch had gotten personal quick, that’s what caught him off guard. Lynch questioned his masculinity, ridiculed his education, pointed out he wasn’t measuring up to his family, and threatened his job. Smiling during the entirety.

      Jennings had endured worse. The Army paid men specifically to scream awful things, to break him down. It had worked too, turning Jennings into mush for days at a time when he was twenty-three. But that had been…professional and institutionalized. Mistreatment with construction in mind. He came back stronger.

      The encounter with Lynch felt like being flayed by an abusive family member.

      Jennings hadn’t known how to counter. How far could teachers retaliate? How much scorn absorption came with the job? Jennings had felt lost. On a battlefield with no weapon, just dodging fire.

      No wonder Ms. Pierce had been scared. Whatever the rumors were she mentioned, Jennings already believed them.

      Poor poor Benji.

      And poor Ms. Hathaway. Lynch referred to her as lonely and lovely. If he was a woman that’s the last thing he’d want to be called by Peter Lynch. Maybe he should check in…

      Jennings shoved himself up. He reached the door in time to see the man himself stroll out of Ms. Hathaway’s classroom. Lynch was humming, having spent ten minutes with the lovely and lonely. He turned down the hall, away from Jennings, toward the distant parking lot. Two young men in the hall, coming from afternoon theater, watched him plod by like a troll.

      Jennings waited until Lynch rounded a corner.

      He wasn’t hiding from Lynch. But he wasn’t not hiding either.

      I’m a Green Beret avoiding a parent.

      Former Green Beret.

      A support soldier. A medic. Those damn rifles are heavy.

      Daisy Hathaway’s room was two doors down, the opposing side of the hall. History on the northern side of Ol’ Monty, English on the southern.

      Hathaway was sitting behind her desk and she jumped when he knocked.

      “Oh, Mr. Jennings, it’s you!”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      She stood and released a sigh of relief. “Good. I thought he came back.”

      “Lynch? I just met him."

      “He told me.”

      “Did Lynch inform you I’m not a man?”

      “He…seemed displeased. But he mentioned you have a respected military family,” she said.

      “Which I don’t measure up to. I shook his hand and now I need a shower.”

      Hathaway gave him a slow nod. “I understand. I hate hate hate that man.” Jennings was two years her elder but they were that realm of adulthood where age blurred with merit and experience to create new hierarchies. In teaching, she outranked him. He remained at her door. She said, “Reggie Marks, the history teacher before you, he used to cry after Mr. Lynch’s conferences. He taught Benji’s older brother.” She came around her wooden desk, leaned back against it, and crossed her arms. “Mr. Lynch asked me out again. Just now. Do you know what he said? He said one day I’ll be Mrs. Lynch and then I won’t have to worry about my student loans.”

      “Wow.”

      “Right? Wow.”

      “Not worth it, if it was me.”

      She grinned. “Not enough money in this world. I can hear, actually hear his hair growing. It sounds like a snake.”

      “His mouth bled while he was in my room.”

      “I’ve seen that. Stains between the teeth. Like he’s a werewolf,” she said.

      “Benji’s passing your class?”

      “Yes. I’ll be honest. Sometimes when I’m grading his papers I’m more lenient so I don’t have to conference with that disgusting man. I had the pleasure twice last year.”

      “My next conference, I’ll give you a heads up so you can hide.”

      “I sat behind my desk because he stares at my legs.”

      Everyone stared at her legs. Jennings’ colleagues, the men, raised the subject at least once a month. After four years in the Army, including a month in Landstuhl, a military hospital, deprivation had surely skewed his scales, but Daisy Hathaway was the primary reason Jennings got out of bed each morning without depression. He did his best to keep his eyes up and not stumble through his words.

      She was smiling and he realized he’d missed a question, lost in revere.

      “I’m sorry, say it again?”

      “I said, I would think Captain America wouldn’t stress over a lecher like Lynch,” said Hathaway.

      “I would be, ah, Staff Sergeant America. Doesn’t have the same ring. Having a shield would be nice, though.”

      “Don’t expect to get any protection from the administration. They’re beholden to his deep pockets. Last year I informed Ms. Pierce that Mr. Lynch was acting inappropriately toward me, and she suggested I toughen up. And that I shouldn’t bring it up with Dean Gordon.”

      Jennings pinched at the bridge of his nose.

      “Good grief.”

      “Did he say you were doing a good job?”

      “He said, Not bad, Daniel.”

      “He always made Reggie Marks cry and then told him he was doing a good job. Good job, Reggie, keep at it, Reggie. And then he had Reggie fired.”

      The school’s custodian came in to collect trash. They said hello and he did his job quickly and left, his bin squeaking down the hall.

      Jennings said, “I’m new at this, Ms. Hathaway. Do you change grades when a parent gets upset? Do other teachers? He all but demanded I alter scores on PowerSchool. That seems corrupt.”

      She took a deep breath and looked at the ceiling for her answer. Jennings kept his eyes on her face.

      “Here’s the answer, Mr. Jennings. Do you want to keep your job? If so, you have to play their game. You have to do your duties well. You have to please the parents. You have to kiss the ass of the administration. And do it all with integrity because we still have to live with ourselves.”

      “This is only your third year?”

      “I sound like an old shrew, don’t I. But the stupid game is worth it because I love teaching.”

      “You’re saying I should change Benji’s grade.”

      “No. I’m saying… A student’s numeric grade reflects more than their academic achievement. I mean, sometimes it reflects a teacher’s bad mood on certain days. So if you wanted to change it, no one would blame you,” said Hathaway.

      “I’d blame myself.”

      “Then there’s your answer.”

      “Benji is a good kid.”

      “He is. I heard his brother was different but I like Benji. Don’t change the grade, Mr. Jennings. You’d hate yourself, I can tell.”

      Jennings nodded. She was right, the idea felt akin to a police officer accepting his first bribe, the initial step down a dark alley.

      She said, “It’s still the first semester. Don’t lose heart yet. You’re better company than Reggie.”

      He grinned, feeling like an expanding helium balloon. “Yes ma’am.”

      “We’re the same age. Stop calling me ma’am. If you don’t, I’ll call you Captain America more often. I can tell you don’t like it.”

      “You know what?” he said.

      “What?”

      “I think you should marry Lynch. You’re made for each other.”

      Although Hathaway laughed at it, a cringing laugh, he wished he’d kept quiet. Stupid joke.

      She said, “Want to hear something strange? Mr. Lynch told me how much I owe in student loans. And he was right! He’d looked it up somehow. So gross.”

      “That means he was at a computer, thinking about you, researching you,” said Jennings.

      “I know!”

      A lengthy pause. He was out of words but he didn’t want to leave yet. Wanted to keep talking. The silence was brutal, though, and Hathaway looked like she was waiting.

      He turned to go.

      Stopped.

      “I heard there’s rumors about Lynch? Nothing confirmed.”

      She did a shrugging motion. “There’re a lot of rumors. Look him up on Google sometime. He beats his boys to toughen them up, someone told me. Maybe that’s the rumor but I don’t think it’s a secret.”

      “He abuses his children? You’re sure?”

      “No. I’m repeating gossip.”

      “Handle him. That’s what Ms. Pierce told me. Handle Mr. Lynch. You think she was referring to child abuse?”

      “I don’t know. I know she can’t handle him. That’s one reason you were hired, I guarantee it. They’re hoping you, a Green Beret, can,” said Hathaway.

      “A discharged Green Beret.”

      “Survive your first semester. That’s my advice, Mr. Jennings. Put on your own oxygen mask first, like on an airplane. Then deal with the people around you.”

      “That’s a superb analogy. I’m impressed.”

      She smiled at the compliment.

      He returned to his room to pack. Everywhere he looked he saw Daisy Hathaway. She was superimposed into his vision, an improvement over Lynch.
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      Roanoke County was located in a vast valley created by the farthest eastern ripple of the Blue Ridge Mountains. The city’s population was one hundred thousand and the surrounding county was another hundred thousand.

      The Academy aimed to reach two hundred students by its fifth year, including room and board for one hundred and forty—the remainder would be day students. Aggressive figures but the board of trustees’ vision was solvency during the second half of the decade.

      Currently in its fourth year, enrollment numbers were low. Building prestige, it turned out, didn’t happen overnight. The Academy had one hundred thirty-five total, with eighty boarding. Despite operating at a loss, the numbers were better than pessimists predicted. The boarding school venture would survive, though, as long as the benefactors didn’t balk.

      Daniel Jennings lived on campus in the New River Dormitory. His suite was on the main level, and he existed in that hazy realm of being a full-time dorm parent despite his job description insisting he wasn’t. He rotated evening dorm duty with two other boarding faculty members, Mr. Barry and Mr. Hogan. During the first three months he’d taken two students to the emergency department at Carilion Hospital after midnight, victims of stupidity and cruelty. Jennings slept fitfully, ready for an alarm, waking each morning groggy and relieved that the students hadn’t maimed one another.

      He woke before six Tuesday, still raw from Lynch’s mauling. He pulled on track pants and prepped for jogging. The last thing he did before stepping out the door, he turned on his coffee maker. The dining hall’s tasted like gruel.

      The night had turned the planet wet and cool, and he shivered on his way to the track. The Academy trees were immature, planted only five years ago. Nothing like the grand flora of Episcopal High School or Woodberry Forest. Styling itself as a future ivy league prep school, the Academy’s actual ivy was in infancy, halfway up the portcullis.

      The nascent grandeur filled Jennings with hope.

      He jogged the track eight times, conceding inner lanes to the cross-country team. He focused on stride symmetry and arm carriage, aspects of running that still eluded him. Eight circuits equaled two miles and he did it in twenty-two minutes, drenched and shaky after. The cost of running was enormous and he’d never reach his previous endurance, no matter the progress with symmetry and trust.

      He hated his limp. Lynch was right, it made him stick out.

      Aching, Jennings walked unevenly back to his suite, grateful for the welcoming scent of coffee. With his hands he removed his right Nike and then detached the running prosthesis from his left knee. To jog, he wore a black carbon fiber Ottobock, like a curved blade. His knee throbbed from the pressure within the socket and he rubbed it, ignoring phantom pain in his left foot—the foot he’d left behind in the sand of Afghanistan.

      He hopped to the coffee maker and poured a mug. Let it cool on the counter as he showered.

      He dressed and attached a walking prosthesis to his left knee. Instead of a curved blade, it consisted of a liner, socket, shin tube, and foot. He slid the foot into a sock and shoe and he stood, shifting to get comfortable. The locking pin clicked. It’d been a year since the transtibial amputation and he still felt closer to natural wearing hardware. A fake leg was better than no leg.

      He examined himself in the mirror. Jennings had gained over half of the atrophied muscle back since the hospital, within ten pounds of his Special Forces weight. His hips and shoulders were level, a significant improvement. He brushed his short brown hair back, which had no effect.

      He felt okay. He looked okay.

      He looked like he was supposed to.Like he was an instructor, not a hollowed out man.

      A fake life was better than no life.

      No, it wasn’t fake. It was new. Like the school, Jennings would probably survive this beginning.

      Eyes forward. Ahead of him, greener pastures. He’d do life right this time.

      Jennings drank his coffee, watching more students arrive, and he felt better with his gaze off himself.
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        * * *

      

      Jennings’ first period of the day was full of sleepy juniors dressed in khakis and long-sleeved school polos. Benji was in the class and he didn’t make eye contact, resting his chin in his hand and staring down.

      The United States was fracturing. Sectionalism arose and the students knew that the Civil War loomed. The closer they got to violence, the more they enjoyed the material.

      “Mr. Jennings,” said Jamal Murray, a wide receiver on the football team. Good-looking guy, a natural leader, his father was the Academy’s athletic director and football coach, and Jennings’ only friend. Jamal raised his hand. “Like you tell us. There’s nothing new under the sun.”

      “That’s right, Mr. Murray.”

      “The hate was going on then, and it’s going on now.”

      “Correct.”

      “But tell me this. Why didn’t they just…get rid of John C. Calhoun? Fire him. You know what I mean? Guy’s a prick. Sorry Mr. Jennings, I mean, guy’s a jerk.”

      “Can we get rid of all jerks?”

      “No, but…the guy helped start the Civil War, looks like. Guy’s a racist, right?”

      “What about Henry Clay? He was a sectionalist, but he wasn’t for the North or the South. He was for the West. Should we get rid of everyone who disagrees with us?”

      “No, but…I mean, it was the Civil War. Look at the guy.” A painting of Calhoun was on the screen and Murray nodded at it. “That’s a crazy-ass lookin’ white dude.”

      “In 1830, they didn’t know there’d be a war in thirty years. The Civil War wasn’t a thing then.”

      “But they shoulda known about Calhoun.”

      “It’s easier to identify pricks in hindsight, Jamal,” said Jennings and the class laughed. Even Benji.

      “See? Calhoun was a prick, right?”

      Another student spoke. “Someone should’ve assassinated him.”

      “We don’t assassinate. We vote,” said Jennings.

      “But it’s like Hitler. If we could go back in time, we’d kill Hitler. Wouldn’t you?”

      “Kill Hitler before it was too late?” said Jennings.

      “Yeah.”

      “Tough question.”

      “No it’s not! We’re talking about Hitler.”

      Jennings said, “Dietrich Bonhoeffer tried to assassinate Hitler and it backfired.”

      “Who?”

      “A Christian theologian. He was part of an assassination attempt using a bomb in a briefcase. Hitler survived, though, because someone unwittingly moved the briefcase out of the way at the last minute. Bonhoeffer was executed and Hitler became convinced God had saved him, proof that his war was holy and just. He killed a lot of people because of it. So you see, that’s a tough question.” It was time for the bell and Jennings closed his textbook.

      “You think America’s gonna have another one, Mr. Jennings?”

      “A civil war? If there is, better hope you’re on my side.” The boys laughed. “But I hope there isn’t.”

      “Hope there isn’t? But you were a Green Beret,” said the boy.

      “Doesn’t mean I like war.”

      “You ever see any action? When you were in the Army?”

      Jennings crossed his arms. Gave the class a little smile. Waited. The bell rang and the class groaned. Mr. Jennings never answered questions like that, no matter how much they wanted him to.

      Jamal Murray stopped by Jennings’ desk on the way out.

      He said, “I’d do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “I’d go back in time and kill Calhoun. Pop that racist. Save the world a lot of trouble.” Jamal made a gun with his fingers, pointed it at his head, and dropped the hammer. “Pow.”

      “I think, Mr. Murray, the Civil War still would’ve happened.”

      “Maybe. But I’d’a done my part to stop it. Later, Mr. Jennings.”
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        * * *

      

      Three boys came to Jennings’ classroom for lunch. He gave them copies of their late work and they sat in student desks and he played Vitamin String Quartet on Spotify over the speakers.

      Jennings was popular with the student body. Sometimes kids came to eat in his room sometimes just to talk or because it was safe, and occasionally because Ms. Hathaway had booted them from her room for inappropriate remarks.

      Today, Tuesday, the dining hall sent up a plate of spaghetti for Mr. Jennings with a hot roll and iced tea.

      Benji arrived late. He dropped his backpack heavily beside his normal desk and Jennings held up a packet of late work. The boy mumbled thanks and sat.

      Outside, temperatures rose to sixty-seven degrees, warm for November, and Jennings opened two windows, letting in life. He propped his right foot on his desk and leaned back and ate spaghetti—the Academy’s chef was expensive and excellent—and thought over teaching and its benefits.

      The three other boys left, leaving only Benji. He worked and stared out the window intermittently. When the bell rang, he hoisted his bag and turned in three pages.

      “Keep it up, Benji. If you do, you can still play Friday.”

      Benji nodded and stayed at the desk.

      “Something I can help you with?”

      “Um,” said the boy. “So. Listen, about my dad.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m… He’s got trouble with his anger. And I’m sorry about that shit he said. I mean, oops. About the stuff. The stuff he said.”

      Jennings set his plate down.

      “Your dad has trouble with anger?”

      “Yeah, just… You know the way dads get mad? Well, he gets that way with a lot of people.”

      “He gets mad at you, Benji?”

      “Sure, some.”

      “He shouts?”

      “Don’t all dads?”

      “He got mad at me, didn’t he.” Jennings forced a grin. “I thought he might take a swing.”

      “Hah. Well, you know, you wouldn’t be the first. But he’s okay.”

      “Are you glad you live here at school, Benji? And not at home?”

      The boy nodded and shifted the backpack. “Oh yeah.”

      “Less fighting than at home.”

      “Yep. Just him and my little sister at home but he never shouts at Ann.”

      Jennings had a question vibrating between his ears, one that bordered on too far. He needed the answer though. He bore down on it and said, “Your dad ever swing at you?”

      Benji shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Sure?”

      “Only when it’s good for me. When I need it or deserve it. Same as most guys, I guess.”

      “Understood.”

      “I gotta run to class. See ya, Mr. Jennings.”

      Jennings followed to the door and watched him jog down the hall, where Ms. Pierce was demanding students hurry but not run.

      Jennings couldn’t bring himself to eat more spaghetti.
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      The final bell rang and Jennings opened his laptop.

      Look Mr. Lynch up on Google sometime.

      Beats his boys to toughen them.

      Handle him, Mr. Jennings.

      He searched for Peter Lynch and got a browser full of the celebrated financial investor Peter Lynch, now pushing eighty. Wrong guy.

      He searched instead for Peter Lynch, Attorney, Roanoke, Virginia, and the man’s hairy face invaded his screen. Jennings had seen this photo on billboards, that smile on television.

      The saccharin voice from the commercials autoplayed in Jennings’ brain, “Were you injured in an automobile accident? Hurt at work or by the negligence of others? Here at the law offices of Peter Lynch, we know life can be unfair. We will fight for you and for justice. We’re concerned for your well-being.”

      The result page was full of Lynch’s sponsored ads and his various legal websites, law articles he’d penned and announcements concerning settlements he’d secured for his clients. Nothing sinister.

      Through search engine optimization it’s possible to bury stories within Google’s algorithms, Jennings knew, so he surfed to the second page. Then the third…

      Attorney Peter Lynch, Disbarred in California, Moves his Practice to Virginia.

      Local Attorney Settles Out of Court with Accuser.

      No Comment from Judge Lynch, Brother of Accused.

      Peter Lynch’s Ugly Battle Behind Closed Doors.

      Jennings leaned back in his chair, article headlines shouting at him.
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        * * *

      

      He read for thirty minutes, enough to get a bird’s eye view of the scandals.

      The California state bar association revoked Lynch’s license ten years ago after he physically assaulted not one, not two, but three opposing counsels. His practice there had been lucrative. He moved to Virginia, aced the exam, and the bar somehow awarded him a license to practice. Unnamed sources expressed frustration, espousing Lynch’s brother had influenced the vote.

      The Honorable Francis Lynch, Peter’s brother, sat on the bench for the 23rd Judicial Circuit Court in Salem, ten miles from the Academy.

      Jennings’ eyebrows rose. High achieving family.

      Four years ago, something happened. Kelly Carson, Lynch’s step-daughter, accused him of abuse and incest; Jennings found that on Facebook, not exactly the most trustworthy source. But then…nothing. Jennings couldn’t figure it. He followed broken links and nonexistent articles, pages redirecting to social media posts, mostly hearsay. For such a lurid crime it was oddly sanitary. The accusation had gone away. One little article mentioned the case was presumed to be settled with a financial payment and a nondisclosure agreement. But…that should be a bigger deal. Was child abuse and incest not a crime? Did that have no bearing on his right to practice law? The investigation stopped three years ago without a stated reason. Not only that but the story had obviously been scrubbed from the internet. Residue of headlines remained, as did some outrage, but no details. Articles about Lynch’s ugly battle behind closed doors led to deleted landing pages.

      Jennings finished chasing another dead end and remembered himself. He glanced around his classroom, feeling like a peeping Tom and Lynch had caught him, grinning in the corner with his teeth too big.

      Jennings closed the laptop and stood to stretch. The school felt hollow and lifeless but outside the world carried on. Students had left their classrooms for afternoon sports like a bee hive emptying its drones. Jennings followed the buzz in search of the sun and people and sports.

      Instructors at boarding schools have afternoon duty—sports, theater, weight-lifting, etc. Hathaway was an assistant choir director. Because this was Jennings’ first semester, his duty was flexible. He ‘floated’ around the outdoor sports and subbed for coaches when necessary.

      Valley Academy played football games at the Salem Stadium but practiced on campus in Roanoke. Jennings unzipped his windbreaker and carried it to the practice field. The team was working on endurance. Boys in red helmets jogged in place, then dropped, rolled, and hopped up. Over and over.

      Jennings groaned and grinned. He’d played one year of football. That was enough. What the hell was wrong with people? Practices were awful and the games hurt. Two boys with broken legs watched from the bench, crutches resting beside them. A kid dashed off the field to vomit in the taller grass. How did this sport endure?

      Because guys like him loved watching it, that’s how.

      If the Academy won Friday, they had one final game, the championship.

      Benji wasn’t hard to spot. Taller than most, broad and thick. Jennings had heard from Coach Murray that Benji would almost certainly play in college but not for a national contender. VMI was possible. Benji wasn’t light on his feet. He had his father’s plodding gait which kept him good instead of phenomenal.

      Jennings sat on the grassy hill above the field and pulled a Kindle from his jacket pocket. The device blinked on and he continued Theodore Rex, a biography by Edmund Morris about his favorite president. Football practice was boring to watch but made great background noise; Jennings wanted to be near people.

      He was deep in the plot, glowing with vitamin D, when Coach Murray sat beside him.

      “You’re a book worm, huh,” said Murray.

      Jennings clicked off the device. “I prefer book nerd.”

      “I only read books written by coaches. Everything else’s a waste of time.”

      On the field, his assistants had lined the boys up into offense and defense and they were demonstrating the proper way to kill each other.

      “Read John Wooden?” said Jennings.

      “Oh yeah, Wooden’s my man. My players have to memorize the pyramid.”

      “I used to know it.”

      Murray wasn’t a tall man, but he carried the imperial authority good coaches have. His hair was buzzed close and his spine was straight. “I hear you’re helping Benji Lynch. Thanks for that. We’d be soft up the middle without him.”

      “I’m only treating him fair. He’s doing the work.”

      “If I don’t play him Friday, his old man’s gonna whip my ass.”

      Jennings heard a subterranean dread. Coach Murray’s gaze was too fixed on the field—he worried about his job, something Jennings might hold in his hands. Perhaps Peter Lynch really was omnipotent on campus.

      “He whipped mine yesterday.”

      Murray, a half grin. “I heard. Like a damn rite of passage.”

      “Tell Benji to keep coming to lunch. He’ll get the work in and I’ll make sure to update my grade book in time.”

      “Appreciate it. We only dress twenty-six players. Fork Union dresses forty. Be good to have the big kid out there.”

      Jennings nodded. “I bet.”

      “You feel like addressing the team sometime? Green Beret and all. We could use the motivation.”

      “Sure. I’ll tell them that reading is more important than football,” said Jennings.

      “Aw hell.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Look at you, Jennings. Still built like a college safety. You didn’t get into the Green Berets reading damn books. I see you sweating in the weight room early mornings.”

      “I’m compensating.” Jennings rapped twice on the metal shin rod connected to his left knee.

      “I was in the military, you know. Failed out of college and joined up.”

      “Which branch?”

      “Air Force.”

      “Oh.” Jennings smiled. “I thought you said military.”

      “Yeah yeah.”

      “Army wouldn’t let you in? You’re too little?”

      “Nah, just didn’t want to get my foot blown off.”

      “You think I did?” said Jennings.

      “You see a lot of brothers in special forces?”

      “Some.”

      “But mostly white guys?” said Murray. “Black guys, we got common sense. Don’t need to get shot at to be a man.”

      “You Air Force boys talk about that over pedicures?”

      “Anyway, you want to address the team about overcoming hardship and perseverance, shit like that, let me know.”

      “Will do.” The autumn sun hung low over the horizon. Jennings shaded his eyes with his hand, watching the players. He’d liked Murray since they met in August. They clicked from the start. “Lynch has me spooked, Coach.”

      “What’d you mean?”

      “I think he hits Benji.”

      On field, the offense ran through the same running play four times, the assistant coaches howling.

      Murray hadn’t replied. He’d gone still, as if he didn’t move the problem would vanish.

      “You know anything about it?” said Jennings.

      A sigh. Mixed with a grunt. “Yeah I know some.”

      “What do you know?”

      “I know Lynch’s a crazy bastard. That ain’t a secret.”

      “What else?” said Jennings.

      “Different men raise their boys differently. Some do it well, some don’t. Peter Lynch wants his sons tough. And they are.”

      “You’re dodging the question.”

      “You aren’t gonna like this, Jennings.”

      “I already don’t.”

      “I coached Benji’s older brother. Peter Lynch, Jr. We called him Junior. Mean kid. Junior told me his dad hit them with phonebooks. Started when they were little, smack them in the ass. Then the stomach. Eventually the face. Goal was to toughen them up. If Lynch saw tears, they’d get beat harder. Beaten until they stopped crying. Junior was proud of it, told me he was tough.”

      “That’s child abuse, Murray.”

      “I know it’s child abuse. I told that Sasquatch to his face.”

      “How’d it go down?”

      “I met him after practice. Told him I was worried about some marks on Junior. Kept my voice down, letting him know this was man to man. Told him, I kept seeing the bruises I might call the police.”

      “What’d he say?” asked Jennings.

      “Sonofabitch smiled at me. Said I was doing a good job and he drove away. Next day? I get called into the dean’s office. This was two years ago. Gordon told me some of the board of trustees were questioning my leadership. Gordon got up, closed the damn door, and told me that if the trustees saw fit to fire me then there was nothing he could do. He told me I couldn’t do the kids any good if I got let go and I should be careful.”

      “Lynch shouldn’t be able to fire faculty for personal vendettas.”

      “He spent millions on this place, Jennings. Guy can do whatever the hell he wants. And unlike you, single white dude, I gotta wife and a kid nearing college.”

      On the field, one of the assistants called for the coach. Murray stood and brushed his pants.

      Jennings rose too. The hill was tricky so he stood perpendicular to the slope. “Why didn’t you call the police?”

      “I did. More or less.”

      “And?”

      “It’s complicated, my man. Trust me. There’s a lot to the story.”

      “I read about the other stuff,” said Jennings.

      “What other stuff?”

      “Accusations I found online. Coach, I’m brand new. I’m not stupid enough to take on our school’s biggest supporter. But…shouldn’t somebody?”

      Murray took a breath and let it out through his nose slowly. A muscle in his jaw flexed.

      “You like it here, Jennings?”

      “Love it.”

      “Tell me why.”

      Jennings shrugged. “A lot of reasons. A boarding school is similar to the military. But better suited to me, much better. It’s a built-in family. I’m trying to earn my place.”

      “You need it.”

      “I think I do.”

      “Then let this thing go.” The coach turned toward the field and his waiting players.

      “Pretend Benji isn’t being beaten?”

      “He’s at boarding school now. The beatings are over. You’re too late, Jennings.”

      “Lynch has a little girl at home,” said Jennings.

      “He’s nice to her, I hear. Trust me. Let it go. Or they’ll let you go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun dipped behind the houses in Daisy Hathaway’s neighborhood and she parked her red Lexus IS convertible in the driveway. She hoisted two grocery bags from the trunk and carried them to the door. Carefully balancing the bags, she turned the knob and used her hip to bump open the door.

      She dropped the bags onto the kitchen counter and put the dirty cups and cereal bowls into the dishwasher.

      “Hi babe,” she called.

      From down the stairs. “Hey! How’s your day?”

      “Long. I got groceries.”

      “Nice, thanks!”

      Daisy returned to the car. Got the rest, closed the trunk, and distributed the supplies to cabinets and the fridge.

      Finished. A weary sigh, stretching her back and considering dinner.

      She and the guy in the basement, Byron Horton, lived on the outskirts of Grandin Village. A little ranch that reminded her of the house she grew up in. And a mortgage payment fat enough to keep her awake at night. That and the car, a lease she never should have taken. But it was how things were done. She hadn’t stayed the extra year for a Masters degree for nothing. Her family had some wealth but she refused to run to her father.

      Music drifted from the Amazon Echo speaker and she turned it up. It was a song written and performed by Byron Horton’s former band. The song, Rush and Ruin It, was catchy and she’d always liked the verses. To silence noises from the television, she closed the basement door. Kicked off her heels and slid into slippers.

      Salad it was. She cooked chicken in a pan and added spices. Brewed tea, adding ice and sugar because Byron liked it sweetened. She set the chicken aside to cool as she cut vegetables with a red ceramic knife and she tossed the greens. Hathaway wasn’t a great cook and she knew it. She was a rule follower, and precisely obeying a recipe should result in a delicious dish but somehow the magic eluded her. Eventually it would happen like it should if she tried hard enough.

      The speaker was playing another song by Byron’s band, running through his old albums on Spotify.

      Daisy opened the basement door. “Want some dinner?”

      “Yeah, up in a sec. Gotta finish this…four minutes left, maybe.”

      She moved the food to the laminate two-person dining table and sat. Crossed her legs and kicked her toe a few minutes and decided on a glass of wine.

      Daisy hadn’t tried alcohol until turning twenty-one, and not again until twenty-three because it was so awful. These long days, however, often called for it. She poured a glass of Pinot Grigio from a yellow Barefoot bottle. She had tried more expensive brands but liked them less.

      Byron bounded up the stairs eight minutes later. He wore socks and khakis and a blue Nike sweatshirt.

      “Drinking again? Those students are gonna kill you, huh,” he said.

      She smiled, trying for warmth. Fake it till you make it.

      Daisy had met Byron at Belmont University in Nashville. He was the Cru worship leader, a boyish guitarist with energy to spare. All the Christian girls fawned over him. All the Christian boys panted after her, so she and Byron choose each other. He proposed their senior year and suggested they wait to set a date until life was settled. With her perfect grades and a teaching license, she received multiple job offers. He took a job as a youth pastor in Roanoke. She followed him. The church didn’t pay well, and neither did the fledgling private Academy. Tired of living apart, and waiting, they bought a house and moved in together. Against her better judgment. Against the scruples and ideals she clung to.

      Soon Byron tired of his job and quit, building websites instead. A job that gave him time to chase his dreams of becoming a professional musician.

      While he did, Daisy sat up at night worrying about the mortgage, listening to the boy snoring next to her. Waiting for it all to work like she’d been promised.

      He kissed her and sat at the dining table.

      “This song.” He took a bite of chicken and pointed at the Amazon Echo with his fork. “If I could get a record company to listen to this song, it would land me a deal, I know it. It’s so good, right?”

      “Yes, though I like your upbeat songs better.”

      “Those are harder to write, Hathaway. Percussion isn’t my strength, you remember that.”

      She winced at Hathaway. In college, when he called her Hathaway, she thought it was endearing.

      “Were you working on a website?” she said.

      “Nah. Playing a few games. I tried earlier and couldn’t get into it. I’ll try again tonight. My client’s in no rush.”

      She pursed her lips and nodded. Great, I’ll tell that to our savings account.

      “I’m good at Overwatch, Hathaway. I mean, really good. If I’d started earlier I think I could be in a league.”

      “That’s a video game?” she said.

      “The one where you cooperate with teammates. You probably hear me yelling at them.”

      “I can.”

      “Sorry about that, I get worked up.” He set his fork down, his chicken gone, the greens and vegetables pushed around.

      “Did you work on your music today?”

      “No but I listened to some great songs I hadn’t heard before. You know, searching for inspiration.”

      “When can I hear your new stuff? I’m excited.”

      He fidgeted in the chair. “Soon. Soon. It’s not ready. Gotta get my gears turning. I loved the songs I listened to today. Really soaring melodies.”

      “Who was it?”

      “I forget. I can check in the history. You said your day was long?”

      Hathaway swirled her glass of white wine, watching the waves. Their voices echoed in the kitchen like a marble bouncing around a bucket. She wondered if a rug would help. Or paintings on the wall to dampen the ricochets.

      “What would you think if I got my administrative license?” she said.

      “I dunno. What’s that mean?”

      “It means I could be a school administrator. A principal.”

      “You want to do that?”

      “Not especially. It pays more.”

      “Don’t you like teaching?” he said.

      “I do. I really do.”

      Byron kinda laughed. “You’re a funny duck, kid. If you’re happy, why would you change things?”

      Who said anything about being happy, Byron?

      She said, “I suppose. But I can’t shake the feeling I’m missing something.”

      “Missing? Missing what?”

      “You don’t ever feel that way? Like we did this wrong?”

      He squinted. “Tell me what you mean.”

      “I’m not positive. Like my career, my life, is close to what it’s supposed to be, but not quite there. I’ve got all the pieces…or I think I do… And yet…” She held up her hand, like hoping life would set something in her palm. “It’s not correct, not entirely. I know what my life should look like. I was so certain of it in college. But now I’m here, and… I think I forgot a step. I did something out of order or left a box unchecked. Do you know what I mean?”

      “Absolutely. I thought I’d be touring by now. Did you get ice cream?”

      “I forgot,” she said.

      “No sweat, I’ll get it later.”

      Byron had put on twenty-five pounds since college, despite joining and bailing on three gyms. She knew this. He knew this. Talking about ice cream would result in a fight, so she forced her mouth to smile.

      “Sounds perfect,” she said.

      “We’ll watch Breaking Bad after?”

      “Can’t wait.”

      “First.” He stood and drained his ice tea. “I’m feeling creative. Gonna go bang out a couple hours on the website.”

      Hathaway wrinkled her nose at the dishes.

      Byron clomped down the stairs, and a minute later she got a belated, “Thanks for dinner. You did great!”

      “Mmm,” she said.

      The ice in his glass clinked, melting. She took one of the uneaten vegetables off his plate, a slice of cucumber, thought different, and dropped it onto hers.

      “Alexa, stop,” she said and the speaker silenced. So did the room.

      In the quiet, Hathaway’s mind thought over what he said, you did great. That was the same thing Peter Lynch told everyone at school.

      You’re doing great, Ms. Hathaway, he told her. And I love the skirt. When are you going to take me out, Ms. Hathaway? You don’t have to be lonely.

      She drank some wine and her thoughts drifted to Daniel Jennings. The history teacher down the hall. He was new and unsure of himself, trying to fit in. He didn’t fit in, though, and that was a good thing, the former soldier who kept the muscle. His confidence was shot, and Hathaway blushed thinking about his efforts to be the perfect gentleman, to keep his gaze on her face. Not on her mouth, not on her body, just her eyes.

      She’d seen him in a t-shirt once. He was tattooed on the shoulder, ink visible below his tight sleeve. It was hard to define what a man was, but she knew one when she saw one.

      Lynch and Jennings, two warriors—one boisterous and arrogant, the other quiet—and already they disliked one another, potentially on a collision course. A battle in which the monster had all the ammunition.

      She took the laptop out of her bag and surfed to the school’s email server to check her inbox. Mr. Jennings had emailed her after-hours in September, asking a question about PowerSchool. Ever since, she made sure to give her inbox a scan in the evening.

      Just in case.

      Nothing tonight. Oh well.

      She finished the wine and set down her glass. Went to change into something warm. Their bedroom looked ridiculous. Her side perfect, Byron’s a tornado wreck. Their compromise was, he kept the bathroom tidy. In the bathroom she insisted he act his age.

      He tried. He managed to pick his things off the floor, though civility around the sink was beyond him. A lopsided arrangement she tried to ignore.

      Daisy Hathaway was learning something about compromise. She’d done it often since college and the truth was catching up—if she kept compromising too long, there’d be nothing left of her.
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      After school on Wednesday, Daniel Jennings waited outside the office of his supervisor, Ms. Pierce, Director of the Upper School.

      Jennings was jazzed, full of energy. Benji had come to his classroom again for lunch and he’d watched the boy work, wondering when the last time was he’d been struck in the face to test his manhood, and Jennings decided then to act. Even if he wasn’t in a place to deal with Lynch, he’d force the administration to take action. Like hell would he sit around and pretend it wasn’t happening.

      Pierce returned from supervising the parking lot and did a little jump, finding him at her door.

      “Mr. Jennings, what can I do for you?”

      Jennings opened the door to her office and went in. Pierce followed, showing some anxiety.

      He closed the door and said, “I think Peter Lynch beats his children.”

      “Oh really.”

      “Is that the rumor you indicated Monday?”

      Pierce pulled the lanyard over her head and let it drop onto her cluttered desk, overrun with paperwork. Manila folders were stacked like a sandbar and they’d keep her in the office until seven that evening.

      “What evidence do you have, Mr. Jennings?”

      “At my conference with Lynch, he nearly lost it. Like you said he would. He came close to hitting me because I wouldn’t budge with the grade book. I read about Lynch online and he has a history with violence. Plus I have it on good authority that he beats Junior and Benji to toughen them.”

      “Who is your authority? A fellow teacher?”

      He shook his head. “I won’t say.”

      “Then you have nothing to report, Mr. Jennings. We can’t go to the police or social services with that.”

      “Benji said his father has hit him. That’s direct testimony.”

      Pierce was lowering into her chair but she stood again. “You asked Benjamin if his father abuses him?”

      “In a roundabout way.”

      “And he said yes?”

      “He said his father hits him when he deserves it, same as other dads.”

      Pierce relaxed. “That’s called discipline.”

      “That’s abuse, Ms. Pierce.”

      “Do you know how many parents spank their children? A lot, even if they won’t admit it.”

      “A phonebook to the face is different.”

      “Sit down, Mr. Jennings. Please.” She waited until he did and she put on administrative armor and used her strongest voice, of a woman twenty years older. “I think your concern is admirable. You’re the exact kind of man we want at the Academy for the next thirty years. But I want you to consider something. You’re brand new. It’s November in your first semester and you’re already chasing shadows. Do you know how many rumors you’re going to hear on a monthly basis? You keep this up and you won’t make it two years.”

      “We can’t ignore child abuse.”

      “If the abuse exists. This is a marathon, Mr. Jennings, not a sprint. You’re a finite resource. Do you know Cedrick Moss, in the seventh grade? Probably not, you teach tenth and eleventh. His mother’s dying. Inoperable brain tumor, nothing we can do. There’s a boy who could use your support. What about Joshua Rose, you teach him. He’s the only boy, I think truly the only boy in the tenth grade without a smartphone and he’s in agony about it. Should we step in there? His parents are ostracizing him. He’s miserable, far worse than getting hit, I think he’d say. Should we step into that situation? How about Kemper? He hates football but his father forces him to play. Did you know Kemper has a five-million-dollar trust fund waiting for him? But it’s contingent on him playing football all four years. Kemper’s tiny and he’s already suffered two broken bones. That’s bullying, right? Should we intervene?”

      “There’s a difference between misguided parenting and hitting your children with phonebooks until they stop crying.”

      “If it’s happening, and you only have hearsay. Let me play the devil’s advocate with hard facts. Benjamin’s father provides for him. Cares about him. Spends a fortune on his education. Conferences with his teachers. Attends all his football games. I think Mr. Lynch is very likely too tough on his children, but who is the arbiter on parental strictness? I don’t think it can be you, a man in his third month teaching, a man without children of his own. Especially when we wish other parents were as invested in their children as Mr. Lynch seems to be.”

      Jennings felt his energy leaking away, losing power. He didn’t think Ms. Pierce was right but…had the woman said anything wrong? The rug was being pulled from under him. He felt brand new, suddenly.

      “Your concern is laudable, Mr. Jennings. But we cannot inject ourselves into every parent-child relationship that we fear may not be perfect.”

      Jennings found himself nodding, staring at the crystal paperweight on her desk.

      She said, “I hope you haven’t spread accusations of child abuse around to other instructors?”

      “I haven’t.”

      “I’ll request a guidance counselor call Benjamin in for a chat. I think he has Mrs. Wagner. If she hears anything alarming, she’ll alert me. How’s that?”

      “Good. Thank you.” Jennings stood. He refused to acknowledge feeling like a chastised boy. “I’ll keep my ears open too.”

      “Do so very carefully, Mr. Jennings. Like I said, Mr. Lynch purchased some leeway in advance.”

      “Maybe, but you don’t get to purchase the right to abuse your kids.” He held up his hand to stop her. “If he is.”

      “Right. If you learn anything else, contact me. Have a good day, Mr. Jennings.”

      The door closed and Ms. Pierce leaned forward in her chair. Rested her elbows on the table, and her chin in both hands. She wondered how long it would be before Mr. Jennings decided it was easier to pretend he didn’t see evil. Like most teachers did. Like she swore she’d never do.

      She was still sitting in the same position ten minutes later, eyes closed.
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        * * *

      

      Jennings was walking back to his room when Craig Lewis intercepted him. Lewis was the elder statesman of the instructors.

      “Mr. Jennings. I spotted you in the office,” said Lewis.

      “Principal offices never get less scary, do they.”

      “Important matters with Ms. Pierce?”

      Jennings did a half shrug. “I’m not sure yet.”

      Lewis had retired from teaching at fifty-six, all thirty-two years of his career spent in Roanoke’s public schools, only to have the Academy beg him return for a few more. A kind, soft-spoken man whom Jennings admired, Lewis often extolled the virtue and necessity of routines to the new teachers. “Will anything come of it?”

      “No.”

      “I thought not.” Mr. Lewis held out a slip of paper.

      “What’s this?”

      “My contact info.” Lewis stepped closer and dropped his voice. “I won’t discuss it with you now. Or ever, on campus. But we should meet outside of school and talk.”

      “Happy to. About what?”

      “About Peter Lynch.”

      The hairs on Jennings’ arms raised. “Yeah?”

      “It’s bad, Mr. Jennings. Far worse than you realize.”
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      Jennings liked the Academy enough that if he was fired from teaching he might apply to be a groundskeeper. He was that charmed. The fortune spent manifested itself in the carpet of bright Kentucky bluegrass and thick mulch, the health of the azaleas, the stately bronze plaques, the gurgling fountain, the brilliant columns.

      Jennings attended football practice again. He sat at the base of the hill, near the field, and thought about Mr. Lewis.

      It’s far worse than you realize.

      How had Mr. Lewis known? Maybe Coach Murray told him Jennings was spooked. Or Daisy Hathaway mentioned Jennings was asking about rumors.

      How could it be worse? What else was there?

      In his ear, Ms. Pierce reminded him he wasn’t a parent. He couldn’t save them all. It’s a marathon, Jennings.

      He hadn’t begun his education classes yet. If the Academy had been a public school then he wouldn’t qualify for a license. But he’d been reading. He knew teachers were mandatory reporters, compelled to disclose signs of abuse. He’d done his duty. Yet it wouldn’t quit nagging.

      On field, the running back took a pitch and came around the offensive line. He was a punishing runner, a senior named Mickey King. King turned the corner, packing on speed until he met Benji Lynch. King was powerful but he wasn’t Benji. They collided, pads popping, a smack Jennings felt. The linebacker tackled through him, wrapped up King’s legs, and drove him into the turf, eight yards from Jennings.

      Shouting. Whistles blew.

      Jennings winced. Hard tackles like that were banned from practice for a reason. Killing your teammates was no way to keep cohesion or a healthy roster.

      King bounced up, hot. He yanked off his red helmet, pulled out his mouth guard, and advanced on Lynch. “The shit, boy!”

      Lynch used both hands to remove his helmet. Held it by the face mask.

      “It’s football, Mickey. Don’t cry about it. You come on my field, I knock the hell out of you.”

      Coach Murray was back at the line of scrimmage, regrouping the players. He called for a penalty and Lynch was ordered to sit out for five minutes, but neither boy moved.

      Mickey King was wincing, holding his chest. “Watch that mouth, white boy, or I’ll kick you home to daddy. Hear me, Lynch?”

      “No, I didn’t hear you, King. Get your black ass back to the line.”

      Jennings saw it coming. Climbed to his feet, too late.

      King had enough. He dropped the helmet, dropped the mouth guard and shoved Lynch hard.

      Harsh whistles blowing.

      Benji came undone. He broke the implicit rule and used his helmet like a weapon. Swung it in a wild arc, catching King flush in the face. A sick thunk. King’s sweat scattered. Jennings would find out later the impact broke two molars. King staggered sideways, his legs losing power. Benji hit him again as he fell, helmet to the back of his head.

      The force dented King’s skull and his skin split like a sleeping bag unzipping. Before he hit the ground, King’s eyes were rolled up and he was out.

      Benji rampant above the limp boy, raising the helmet again, the eyes shining without reason, a rabid dog.

      Coach Murray sprinting now, the defensive coordinator too, whistles shrieking.

      Jennings reached him first. Caught Benji’s arm before the downswing. Tugged and spun the boy. A fit of madness, Benji twisting, spitting and throwing a fist at whoever dared touch him.

      A sloppy punch and Jennings ducked it enough to only receive a glancing blow above his ear.

      “Benji! Benjamin Lynch!”

      Benji cocked the helmet to destroy Jennings, not seeing a man but a threat.

      Jennings hit him in the nose, a short straight punch with his right.

      Everyone wants to fight until they get hit in the nose.

      Benji stepped backward. The fight inside him vanished. He grabbed his face, that awful feeling nothing can stop. A gout of blood from his nostrils. His coaches and teammates reached him, restraining the boy.

      The turf below Mickey King was turning crimson.

      Jennings knelt awkwardly and whipped off King’s hand towel and pressed it firmly to the base of the skull.

      “Damn it,” said Coach Murray. “Got’damn it, Lynch.”

      “King’s okay.” Without looking Jennings knew the  occipital bone of King’s skull was exposed. “He’s going to be fine. But he needs a hospital. Everyone back. Get back.” With his free hand, he pointed at the defensive coordinator. “Get your car. Right now. Drive it here on the field.”

      “Yes sir.” The man left.

      “I’ll call an ambulance,” said Murray.

      “Coach, we’re three miles from Carilion. We’ll get there faster if we do it. There’s no neck trauma, just a head injury that bleeds too much, and I want to get there now. Everyone back.”

      Two of Lynch’s friends were hauling him away, his face running.

      “Coach, I’m sorry.” Benji’s busted nose turned it into Ib sorry. “Coach, I didn’t mean…tell him I’m sorry. Let go.”
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        * * *

      

      King was out nine minutes, coming to as four men heaved him onto a rolling bed from the car, Jennings refusing to release pressure with his towel.

      In the emergency department, a surgical team shaved Mickey’s head and sewed his split flesh together. His maxilla had a hairline fracture, but there was nothing to be done. Both molars were splinted; an oral surgeon could probably salvage one tooth with a root canal and a crown. Mickey was taken to a recovery room. An hour later he was awake but the concussion was significant enough to warrant overnight observation.

      Jennings was sitting in the waiting area at seven. He’d stayed by the bed in loco parentis until Mickey’s mother arrived from Richmond, and then he gave them space. He texted Dean Gordon as requested to let him know the mother was there.

      Jennings hated hospitals—too many bad memories of waking up the day after surgery, of occupational therapists, of nurses, of that damn prosthetist. He’d skipped his previous two appointments at the Salem Veteran’s Medical Center. Weak and grouchy, he stretched and walked for coffee. He’d wait until Gordon or Coach Murray arrived before heading home. Coach Murray was returning at eight.

      He had blood residue under his nails despite scrubbing twice in the bathroom. He poured a styrofoam cup and mixed in sugar.

      When he returned, Peter Lynch was there.

      The big man lumbered into Mickey King’s room.

      Damn it. Damn it damn it damn it.

      The hell was he doing here? Gloating? Bullying the mother? Smothering Mickey in his sleep?

      Jennings stood at the door and listened, out of Lynch’s line of sight, ready to sound an alarm.

      Lynch said, “Ms. King, my name is Peter. I’m the father of the other knucklehead in this fracas. My son Benjamin, he’s beat up pretty good but the physicians said he didn’t need to stay.”

      A half truth. Jennings himself told Coach Murray Benji didn’t require a hospital. A busted nose heals on its own.

      He wondered if Lynch knew it was he who popped his son.

      A Green Beret picking on a high school junior. Your grandfather must be turning in his grave.

      He couldn’t see her but Mickey King’s mother made no reply.

      Lynch said, “These are regrettable things, Ms. King. This is my second time with a boy in high school and they’re like wild animals, aren’t they, Mickey and Benji and their friends. The stuff they get into.”

      Jennings barely heard her reply. “Mickey is my only child. He wasn’t a wild animal when I dropped him off. He’s not a wild animal when I pick him up. He’s a sweet boy.”

      “Take my word for it, these things happen, Ms. King.” Lynch’s voice moved slow and gentle, his commercial voice.

      Jennings knew Mickey didn’t come from money. He came to play football and he received a scholarship. His mother wore Target bargains while Peter Lynch wore Armani.

      “I’m told it’s impossible to tell who started the fight, Ms. King, but I feel awful about it.”

      Partial truth. Jennings had seen it all. Hard tackle, words exchanged, a shove, then the helmet.

      Lynch continued. “Regardless of that, Ms. King, you should know that Mickey’s medical bills are covered. I just left the billing department and it’s settled. We’re a family at the Academy, after all.”

      “Oh. That’s…” said Mickey’s mother into the quiet. “That’s very good of you.”

      Don’t, thought Jennings. Don’t let him off the hook. He wants something.

      “The Lord’s been generous to me and it’s an honor to share, Ms. King. Like I said, I feel awful about the fight.”

      Jennings coffee cup was shaking. Lynch didn’t want the story in the news! That his son half-killed a poor black boy.

      “I’d like to put you up in a hotel for the night, Ms. King.”

      “That’s very kind but I’m staying. My boy’s already thrown up twice,” she said.

      “I understand. I’m worried too, about my Benjamin. I think his nose’s broken, poor guy.”

      It wasn’t. No structural damage.

      Should Jennings step into the room? He didn’t know. The wild notion entered his head, Teddy Roosevelt wouldn’t just be standing outside listening.

      Who makes you the arbiter? It’s only November.

      “I’m sorry your son’s nose might be broken, sir. Mickey has to come home with me. He needs his teeth pulled, they tell me, and…and a partial denture put in…” A sob from her.

      “Oh Ms. King, I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Jennings peeked around the corner far enough to see reflections in the window. Lynch had set one hand on Ms. King’s shoulder. She was resting her forehead in her palm, bent over Mickey’s bed.

      Lynch said, “Here’s some comfort for you. Most of my mouth is fake. Dentures and veneers. I never felt a thing. And you won’t pay a thing.”

      “That’s very…considerate…but—”

      “I tell you what, Ms. King, I’d like to cover Mickey’s tuition for the remainder of the year, too. I hope that doesn’t come across as condescending. It’s me who needs the favor here. I’m a wreck looking at Mickey sleeping. Do you think we can come to an arrangement? You and I, we keep this within the family, and it’s better for the school and it’s better for our boys. That’s what is on my mind, Mickey’s future.”

      Jennings took a step back.

      Tuition for the remainder of the school year. Even considering the partial scholarship, Lynch was dangling fifteen grand in front of Mickey’s mom. Play ball, Ms. King, it’ll only cost your soul.

      No, that wasn’t fair. Fifteen thousand dollars could mean everything.

      Dean Gordon and Coach Murray arrived fifteen minutes later. Jennings had moved to the couch by then.

      Lynch emerged from the room and collided with Gordon and Murray. He grinned at them, not like the commercials.

      “You’re too damn late, boys. Long day for you educators.”

      Dean Gordon had intelligent eyes, built by peering at angry boys and angrier parents and still winning. He said, “You’ve been speaking to Ms. King?”

      “Oh yes. The woman’s fine. Fine and dandy and financially secure. We have an agreement in place. Like today never happened.”

      “You need to return my phone calls, Mr. Lynch.”

      “I’ll ring next time I’m on the toilet, Gordon. Deal with all the shit at once.” The slow soothing voice was gone. Lynch leaned over Coach Murray and pushed him with a finger. “Murray. My boy’s playing football on Friday, Murray.”

      The way he said Murray it sounded like Murra. Was he aping a deep south accent?

      “Benji is suspended from the team, Mr. Lynch.”

      Lynch’s smile was wild and manic. Reminded Jennings of the crazy cat in Alice in Wonderland.

      “Oh is he.”

      “He is.”

      “Didn’t you hear, Coach? Today never happened. Just ask the poor widow Ms. King.”

      “My team, my rules, Lynch.”

      “Your team? Your team. Spoken like a man with a lot of career options. Spoken like a man who is ready to make a stand, to die on that hill for his team. Good for you, all that gumption. Are cushy head coach positions thick on the ground these days?”

      Dean Gordon said, “Mr. Lynch, you’re helping build the Valley Academy and you know how highly we value our staff. To even insinuate—”

      “You don’t preemptively state my opinions, Gordon. Ever. And shove the flattery up your ass. I’ll bring your starting middle linebacker to school on Friday, Murray. There’s a lot riding on that game. Isn’t there, boys.”

      Lynch walked down the hall, the stomping gait, and didn’t bother replying to anything the dean and coach said. They were dismissed.

      Left alone, Murray muttered, “The man’s not afraid to throw his weight around.”

      “Do you know what’s worse than new money, Coach?” said Gordon.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      Lynch hadn’t seen Jennings in the corner of the waiting area. Nor did the coach and the dean.

      In his fingers Jennings held the note from Mr. Lewis.

      It’s worse than you realize.

      He didn’t remember twitching the note from his pocket. But there it was, quivering, beckoning.

      Jennings punched out a text message.

      Mr. Lewis, it’s Dan Jennings. Let’s meet.

      Tomorrow.
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      The Academy burned with news of the fight. Two secretaries were discussing it as Jennings checked his mail that morning. Boys reenacted the beating in the hallway.

      Mickey King hadn’t been released yet. Benjamin Lynch wasn’t on campus either. Their absence was felt like a black hole, giving greater freedom for the legend to swell.

      After third period, Jennings passed Daisy Hathaway in the hall. The colder weather meant she wore short skirts less often and he could breathe easier around her.

      “I heard you were in on the action yesterday, Mr. Jennings.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Was it gruesome?”

      “Like a nature show, animals chewing on each other.”

      She got close enough for him to smell her shampoo. A whisper, “Did you hear? Benji got hit with a one-day suspension. One day! And he’ll play the second half of the game Friday.”

      “He’s only docked two quarters?”

      “So Mr. Barry says.”

      Jennings glanced up and down the hallway. “I was at the hospital. Lynch paid off Mickey’s mother and threatened Coach Murray’s job.”

      “Unbelievable. This is unbelievable. What makes it worse, Peter doesn’t care about his son. His insistence on Benji playing football and attending a military institute on scholarship is all about his own need for relevance. In your conference with him, I bet he barely acknowledged Benji.”

      Jennings searched his memory. “I think you’re right.”

      “At another school, Benji would be off the football team and suspended from school for a week. But at the Academy? We have to keep the titans happy.”

      “Like the incident never occurred,” he said.

      A few students watched them and she lowered her voice further.

      “Benjamin should be tested for drugs. He’s never been violent before.”

      “All his rage surfaced. Lost his mind. Another few seconds and he would’ve cracked Mickey King’s skull.”

      Hathaway made hard eye contact with him. “Like he’s repressing childhood trauma? Trauma from his father, perhaps?”

      “Rage comes from somewhere.”

      She patted his arm at the elbow. His sleeves were rolled up and her fingers made contact with his skin.

      “It’s a good thing you were there, Mr. Jennings. Poor Mickey might be dead.”
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        * * *

      

      After the Army, Jennings had traded his Nissan Frontier with manual transmission for a Toyota Tacoma, an automatic. He itched to shift gears but the clutch pedal was cumbersome with a prosthetic. A necessary concession.

      That evening Jennings drove the Tacoma off campus and into the purpling dusk. His old dog tags dangled from the mirror. He parked at 419 West, a steak and seafood restaurant in the county, and found Craig Lewis already there. Set up at a table in the corner.

      Lewis raised his glass and said, “Already started. You better catch up, Mr. Jennings.”

      “Dan.” He sat.

      “Sure, you better catch up, Dan.”

      Their server was a former student of Mr. Lewis’ and she claimed he was the best teacher she ever had. Jennings ordered a Dogfish Head IPA and Lewis asked for another Tom Collins.

      “How’s teaching so far, Dan?”

      “The first year is like the Q-course. Only the strong survive.”

      “Q-course?” said Lewis.

      “Part of special force selection.”

      “Do you miss the Army?”

      “I miss the Army. Parts of the Army. But I wouldn’t go back.”

      Lewis gave him a sad smile. “Not even after watching two boys attempt murder?”

      “Only one of them attempted it, Mr. Lewis.”

      “Craig. Call me Craig, please.”

      The server took their orders, both men getting bacon cheeseburgers.

      “Not high class, are we,” said Lewis.

      “Never have been. I’d eat a peanut butter and jelly if they served it.”

      “Have you made any friends in the faculty yet?”

      “Coach Murray. You’re my second,” said Jennings.

      “Not Daisy Hathaway?”

      Dammit. Was he ogling Hathaway and didn’t know it? Were people talking? Lewis was old enough to be his father and it felt like a paternal ribbing.

      Jennings said, “It’s hard to function around her. I keep my distance. How’d you know I was talking to Principal Pierce about Benjamin’s father?”

      “I pay attention.” Lewis drained half his cocktail and set the glass down. Leaned forward, hands clasped under him on the table. “Tell me what you know.”

      “About Peter Lynch.”

      “About Peter Lynch, yes. That’s why we’re here.”

      “You said it’s worse than I realize?”

      Nodding. “Oh yes, Mr. Jennings. Dan.”

      Jennings looked around the restaurant. They had space, a buffer of secrecy. Two tables over, a group celebrated a fiftieth birthday with volume.

      “I know he was disbarred in California for attacking other lawyers. I know he insulted my profession and my past and my masculinity. I know he bought off Mickey’s mother to keep the attack quiet. I know he bullies the coach and faculty, and makes inappropriate sexual comments at Ms. Hathaway. I think he hits his boys to toughen them. I think something happened a few years ago involving a sexual abuse scandal.”

      “You’re right, Dan, something did happen. I don’t know the whole story but I know more than you. I’m from Roanoke, after all, my ear to the ground.”

      “There seemed to be a big story and then…there wasn’t.”

      “That’s precisely it. Then there wasn’t,” said Lewis.

      “Is Lynch from Roanoke?”

      “No, he grew up in Craig County, just north of here. Do you believe in evil, Dan?”

      “Sure. Why?”

      “Do you believe people are evil?”

      Caught off guard, Jennings stared hard at his beer, at the trails of carbonation. “The distinction is important?”

      “Oh yes.”

      “People are evil.”

      “You’re sure?” said Lewis.

      "I know it.”

      “How?”

      “Because I feel it in me.”

      “Good. And you see it in others. What is the source of the evil, do you believe?”

      “Is this important?”

      “You’re an impressive guy, Dan. I can tell you’re thinking about taking on Peter Lynch. I hear it in your voice. Lynch scares everyone but none of them consider standing up to him, much less follow through. And I’m curious, once you get past his offenses, will you see him as a broken man? Or an evil one.”

      “It’s his offenses that I take exception with, Craig. I’m not going to get past them.”

      “Why’d he commit the offenses? That’s a harder question than it seems. Answering it causes young men to turn into old men, so don’t answer now. Instead it’s my turn to tell you what I know. Peter Lynch’s first wife left him in California. She filed for divorce, citing spousal abuse. She took half the money but she left him the two boys and a daughter. He was disbarred soon after and he moved to Roanoke, probably because that’s where his brother was. Do you know his brother, Francis Lynch?”

      “I don’t.”

      “He’s a judge in Salem. An impressive man. Similar to his brother, but Francis isn’t cruel. Anyway. Soon after moving back to Roanoke, Peter married again. A widow older than him. A rich widow. Good-looking woman. She has one daughter, a knockout, older than Junior, his eldest son. Following me so far?”

      “Lynch gets divorced in California, returns to Roanoke, and marries an older woman. He marries into money and a step-daughter. Good to go.”

      Lewis nodded and drew designs on the table with condensation. “I know through friends that his second wife and her daughter were in and out of rehab. All the fabulous problems that come with boredom and wealth. Drugs and alcohol and eating disorders. Two or three years later, his step-daughter Kelly turns eighteen and she immediately goes public with accusations that Lynch fondled her and beat her mother.”

      “Kelly Carson. I caught hints of this online.”

      “Right, Kelly Carson. You’re doing your homework.”

      “I’m pissed off,” said Jennings.

      “Now the waters get murkier. She hires a plaintiff’s attorney. Her accusations spark instant outrage online against Peter. There’s an article in the paper. Supposedly the police begin an investigation. Everyone’s talking about it. And then, like you said, poof,  it stops. Kelly drops the lawsuit and moves away. Philadelphia, I heard. The police investigation ceases. But the thing that puzzles me the most, me and my gossiping cohorts, is the lack of additional articles in the newspaper. And there was never coverage on the local news channels.”

      “Why not?”

      Lewis spread his hands. “I don’t know. It’s the damnedest thing.”

      “He paid Kelly off and she signed a nondisclosure?”

      “That part is almost a certainty. But the absolute silence is curious. No, curious isn’t the word. The silence from the papers and news stations is frightening.”

      Their food arrived. Jennings and Lewis leaned back to make room and clear the air. They ate a moment.

      “You’d think the local NBC and CBS affiliates would be all over that story,” said Jennings.

      “One would think.”

      “So…Lynch has allies everywhere. In the news studios, killing the story. Is that it?”

      Lewis shrugged, holding the burger with both hands. Barbecue sauce dripped onto his plate.

      “Could be, Dan. But the thing of it is, Lynch isn’t that popular of a guy. He isn’t beloved. Who are these powerful allies? He doesn’t sit on any college boards, he doesn’t run with the ‘in’ crowd, he doesn’t golf with the mayor, he doesn’t live in the posh part of town. Lynch is a lone wolf.”

      “He’s a bully, more like.”

      “Oh he’s more complex than that, Dan. He’s a sociopath, pure and simple.”

      Jennings wiped his hands on a napkin, his burger gone. “I have a vague awareness of what a sociopath is, but humor me?”

      “A sociopath has a significant personality disorder. A sociopath doesn’t care about the feelings of others. They don’t or can’t empathize. Often it’s caused by childhood trauma and so the sociopath has a hard time controlling his anger, living a normal life.”

      “A sociopath has no conscience.”

      “They have one, but it’s weak. And they only form attachments with a few people.”

      “Violent?”

      “Usually. They manipulate and intimidate to get their way. Sometimes they are effective at running companies because they’re so headstrong.”

      Jennings finished his beer, giving him a chance to process. Crossed his arms and tilted his head upward toward the ceiling.

      Sociopath. A scary word for a scary man.

      “Sure sounds like him.”

      Lewis popped a french fry and nodded. “Lynch thrives on fear, I think. He likes to see the fear and panic he causes. If you dig far enough into his past, I’d bet money you find an antisocial personality disorder diagnosis. I’m sure he’s been sent to court-mandated—”

      Lewis paused. He sat up straighter and cleared his throat.

      Jennings noted the sudden change. “All good?”

      “Don’t turn around, Mr. Jennings. Keep looking at me. And play it cool.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      Lewis’ eyes fixed woodenly on Jennings’ plate. “Peter Lynch’s brother is here. Francis. Don’t turn around.”

      A ball of ice formed in Jennings’ stomach. The brother. “Is that a problem? He’s a local judge, right?”

      “It’s… It’s not a problem. Francis isn’t a sociopath. He’s dangerous but he has a moral compass his brother doesn’t.”

      “You know him?” said Jennings.

      “I know him. I taught his wife, matter of fact, in my twenties. And we…kept in touch. I feel guilty, is all. Talking about his brother has me worked up.”

      “Okay. You look pale, Craig.”

      “He sees me. He’s coming this way.”

      “Should I ward him off?”

      “I’m alright. Just…I’m alright.”

      Francis Lynch approached from behind Jennings and stopped at their table. He blocked out the overhead lights.

      Lewis forced a smile. “Francis, I wondered if that was you.”

      “Craig Lewis, what a treat. You didn’t think you’d sneak out without saying hello.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it. Francis, this is my colleague from school, ah, Dan.” He held his hand toward Jennings.

      Jennings had to lean back to take in Francis. Tall like his brother. Clean shaven and pale with the familial thick black hair. Francis looked like a vampire. His brother, a werewolf.

      “Dan,” said Francis. Almost a question.

      Was that recognition? The ice ball hardened within. Jennings nodded in greeting. “Francis.”

      The man towered over them a silent moment, keeping Jennings transfixed, and turned once more to Lewis.

      “Dan’s your colleague, Craig?” Gave him a friendly smile. Hidden behind the smile was meaning.

      “My colleague, Francis, yes.”

      “Good-looking young man, isn’t he.”

      “What I tell myself every morning in the mirror,” said Jennings.

      The Honorable Lynch nodding slowly. When he spoke he did so from the right corner of his mouth, as though the left side was numb. “You two are working on lesson plans over drinks, I’m sure.”

      “How’s your lovely wife?”

      “Rita is fine, Craig. I’ll tell her I saw you.” Francis Lynch waved a black check folder at them. “I intercepted your bills on the way over. My pleasure.”

      Jennings flinched. The generosity felt like a slap. Felt like Peter Lynch throwing money at Ms. King. “You don’t need to.”

      Francis didn’t look at him. “Until teachers get paid what they deserve, I’ll pick up the check as often as I can. Have a fun night, boys.”

      Francis left and all the light he’d been blocking returned.

      Lewis picked up his napkin and wiped his hands and his mouth. He trembled.

      “Lord, that caught me off guard.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m old, Dan. I get jumpy.”

      “You plan on telling me the secret you’re hiding?” said Jennings.

      “We should… I’d like to go.”

      “Sure.”

      Jennings dropped cash on the table for the tip and they walked out. Lewis paused in the cold parking lot near his Honda Accord. Jennings gave him time.

      They were alone.

      “You’re right, Mr. Jennings, there’s more. Listen a moment.” A deep breath that fogged when he released. “I’m gay.”

      “Okay.”

      “Did you know?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Most people don’t. I’m out of the closet but I also don’t advertise. Some of our colleagues know. Not all.”

      Jennings nodded and didn’t reply.

      “Francis Lynch and his wife have an open relationship. At least, his side of the arrangement is open. I don’t know how social she is. Francis’ flings are with men.” Lewis shivered and zipped his coat.

      “With you, I assume.”

      “Years ago. I’m not proud of it. Before anything happened with Peter and his step-daughter.”

      Jennings, understanding now. “He called me your good-looking colleague. Said you and I were doing lesson plans over drinks.”

      “Exactly. I caught jealousy. Though he has no right.”

      “Craig, you think Francis helps his brother skirt the law?”

      “I don’t know. Francis is…well, he’s not nice but he isn’t a monster. He’s level-headed. Respected, where his brother isn’t. Whatever trauma affected Peter, Francis caught some too but he’s brilliant and functional. He’s not an active criminal that I know, but it’s been years. He’d always pay for things. He’d say teachers can’t afford anything, not even justice.”

      Jennings’ truck was parked next to the Honda. He leaned against it, shoved hands into his pockets.

      “Our trysts ended when…when Peter caught us,” said Lewis.

      “Caught you? Oh man.”

      “The most unlucky thing you can imagine. Peter walked into a coffee shop in Blacksburg and there we were. You wouldn’t believe the scene. He laughed and laughed and belittled us. The other patrons were so put off that they left. He mocked his brother, and Francis just sat there. I knew it, said Peter, I knew you were still a fag.” Tears now ran down Lewis’ face, his eyes shining in the white parking lot lights. “Afterward, Francis told me when they were younger Peter beat him with a pipe and broke his mouth. The teeth on his left side are dentures and some of the muscles never regained feeling after surgery.”

      In his mind, Jennings watched Francis speak from the left corner of his mouth. “Damn.”

      “In the coffee shop that day, Peter publicly humiliated Francis. If someone of consequence had been there, or if someone thought to record the tirade, Francis’ career might be over. No one would take him seriously ever again. He ended our relationship immediately.”

      “Craig, this is something you should have brought up earlier.”

      “I know. I know, but I knew you’d think my testimony was tainted because I have a personal reason to hate Peter.”

      “A lot of people have a reason, sounds like.”

      "Everything I said is true. That was a dark time for me, and I wasn’t thinking, and I haven’t done something like it since. But the grim facts about Peter, they’re legitimate.”

      “I believe you,” said Jennings.

      “Thank you.” He wiped his eyes. “Thank you. For an old man I’m a mess, aren’t I.”

      Jennings’ head swam. He’d walked straight into a hornet’s nest and he felt it all buzzing, didn’t know which way to run.

      Lewis said, “I wish I was strong enough to stand up to Peter. But I’m not. No one is, not even his brother.”

      “One thing that gets me. A girl came forward with allegations about being molested. And the police didn’t follow up? And when it was over, Lynch was allowed to scrub the whole thing off the internet?”

      “She wasn’t a girl when she came forward. She was an adult.” Lewis was sniffing and trying to stop.

      “Still. This isn’t Nazi Germany, you can’t control facts or the media.”

      “The whole thing is corrupt and one man is to blame. I am a pacifist, Mr. Jennings. Daniel. Entirely against violence. But I confess I wish someone would kill Peter Lynch.”
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      Jennings ran the track the next morning, words bouncing between his ears in rhythm with his stride.

      I wish someone would kill Peter Lynch.

      Killing the man was a little much, of course. But Lynch should be held accountable for his crimes. If there were any. Mocking your brother wasn’t one. This was America and you were allowed to be an ass.

      He showered and toweled, unable to scrub off Mr. Lewis’ fear.

      Benji Lynch walked the halls again, eyes down, his one-day suspension served. The other students largely avoided him. During lunch he submitted eight history assignments and his grade jumped from a 56 to a 71; he could play football. He didn’t look like a boy who’d been beaten with a phonebook.

      The hallways were loud and hot with testosterone, like a locker room. Tonight was the football game and winning meant glory and playing in the state championship. Fork Union Military Academy was already traveling, passing Charlottesville in two buses, a caravan of fans and family trailing behind. They’d stop for dinner and arrive at Salem Stadium around six. Jennings didn’t bother trying to maintain order during fourth period. Righteous fervor couldn’t be quenched.

      After dinner, Jennings drove a bus of boarding students to the Salem field, bus one of four. He led the way. The frenzied young men knew who waited at the stadium—young women. Girls from Roanoke and Salem and farther off were capitalizing on the opportunity to visit the isolated Crusaders, boys with trust funds and a reputation for trouble. Phones warmed in sweaty hands, feverishly making plans.

      The dusk deepened and powerful HID lights blazed to life, illuminating the field. Jennings stood at a gate below the southern stands, their home section, making sure couples didn’t sneak into the shadows. He chatted with Chad Riddle, a cop with the Roanoke County Police Department. He was the Academy’s cross-country coach, earning his twin eighth-grade boys reduced tuition.

      Television crews set up cameras near both end zones, and someone launched illegal fireworks in the parking lot. A skirmish erupted when opposing players got too close at midfield during warmups. By the time the Crusaders kicked off, the stadium felt ready to blow.

      The temperature was dropping and soon Jennings could see his breath as he cheered.

      Fork Union tied the game at 7-7 at the conclusion of the first quarter, and Jennings turned to find Daisy Hathaway at the fence with him.

      She wore boots with fur and jeans and a fleece Columbia jacket. Plus a scarf matching her green eyes, and Jennings thought she looked like a bright angel in the cold madhouse, one pure thing.

      She pointed.

      “Above the stands. Those brick boxes at the top? That’s a suite where the titans sit. I see Peter Lynch.”

      “Gods sitting on Olympus looking down at us mortals.”

      She shivered and stamped her boots.

      “I wouldn’t mind being a titan. I bet the heat is nice.”

      They paused as noise avalanched down the stands, someone scoring points. Neither Hathaway nor Jennings noticed who.

      “Were you stationed somewhere hot? In the Army?”

      He nodded. “Afghanistan. But winter nights were cold.”

      “Colder than this?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Who are you, Mr. Jennings?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I know you went to JMU. I know you were in the Army. But that’s kinda it. You still wear battle armor, I think. Who are you?”

      He kind of laughed through his nose. “I guess I’m still figuring that out.”

      “I need details.”

      “Yes ma’am. What kind?”

      She whacked him with a green-gloved hand. “Stop it, with the ma’am. Tell me about your respected family Peter Lynch is clearly jealous of.”

      He rubbed his chest. “Ow.”

      “That didn’t hurt you. It hurt me.”

      “For some reason, my family makes a big deal about our ancestor being Henry Jennings, a general in the Union Army. He’s my great-great-great-whatever-grandfather. He was in Appomattox when Lee surrendered to Grant.”

      “You don’t think that’s a big deal?” she said.

      “It is, I guess. It’s an odd thing, assuming the rest of us have to be in the military because he was. If your great-great-whatever-grandmother was a respected CPA or dentist, would you think you had to be one?”

      “I’d rather teach.”

      “Me too, but I’m going off the family script. My grandfather was a major general in Vietnam. My father retired as a colonel. My brother broke ranks and went to the Naval Academy. A huge scandal.”

      “What a traitor. Is he still in the Navy?” she said.

      “Yes. A captain stationed in Italy. My mother’s forgiven him.”

      Hathaway watched him with eager eyes. Jennings got the impression it mattered what he said. It mattered and her interest was a physical force. He shivered, not from the cold.

      “So you had to join the military,” she said.

      “It felt like I did. I wish I hadn’t. I wasn’t good at it.”

      “Weren’t good at it? You were a Green Beret! I don’t know much about it, but Mr. Barry told me that’s good.”

      “I was special forces but I didn’t belong. For example, you can want an MBA, and earn it and look the part, but then realize you were wrong. Realize you don’t want to do business and you suck at it.”

      “You’re too hard on yourself.” Hathaway was quietly pleased she’d gotten the stoic Daniel Jennings talking.

      “Maybe. At the time, I didn’t know what else to do. I was listless during college. I wasn’t social and popular, like you.”

      “Who said I was social and popular?”

      He grinned. “Come on, Ms. Hathaway.”

      “Come on what, Mr. Jennings?”

      “Look at you. You’re a moveable party.”

      Some mild outrage. Like she’d been accused of a crime but she liked it. “What’s that mean? I didn’t party. I mean, not like that, not like you’re inferring.”

      “I read books and studied and ran on the track team and went to bed early. See? Not like you.”

      “You went to the wrong college. JMU is social,” she said.

      “I know I did. But they offered. Very little of my life do I look back on and think, I did that right. But I’m getting better at it.”

      They paused for Fork Union’s drum line to thunder and the crowd cheered for a kickoff.

      “I bet you dated,” she said.

      “I had a girlfriend for two years.”

      “What happened?”

      “She was deeply stupid.”

      Hathaway laughed and his chest filled with something like pride and victory.

      He said, “She wasn’t stupid. That was a joke.”

      “I know, Daniel, I’m not stupid either.”

      Craig Lewis, the elder statesman of the instructors, came down from the stands. They hadn’t spoken since the restaurant. He patted Jennings’ arm and pointed into the seats.

      “There might be trouble momentarily, Mr. Jennings, and I’m too old to deal with it. A fight is brewing between two young women. See the pink hat?” he said.

      Jennings nodded. “I see her.”

      “I told her she would be kicked out soon, but she didn’t take my advice to heart. Keep an eye on it?”

      “I got it.”

      Lewis thanked him.

      Alone again, Hathaway said, “So what happened? With your girlfriend?”

      “We were different. I wanted to jog or hike or play tennis or something. She wanted to watch Netflix or go to parties. We tried. Didn’t work.”

      “We would’ve been friends in college, Mr. Jennings.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Ooh trust me,” she said.

      The half ended and the foretold fight erupted. Jennings left the gate to break it up. Two girls, including the pink hat. Screaming and clawing, and Jennings got scratched on the neck. He knew Monday morning his students would show him videos of the fight and his part in it. He wished Hathaway wasn’t watching. Officer Riddle and another cop took possession of the fighters, steering them apart.

      “The girl-fights are the worst,” said Riddle. “They don’t know how to quit.”

      The girls screamed all the way to the squad cars, where they would cool off and parents would be called. Jennings shifted his jacket back into place and surreptitiously adjusted his left leg at the knee.

      The second half started. Benji Lynch took the field, one of the taller boys out there. Big 58, his nickname.

      Hathaway remained by the fence. Waiting for him? He regarded her from behind, not thoroughly in case students were watching. She was popular, a stopping point for faculty and parents passing.

      She turned and found him and beckoned. The gloved hand.

      “Keep talking to me. Are you happy now?” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You said you were listless. That you haven’t done life right, but you’re getting better. Are you happy now?”

      He took a breath and a risk. Feeling intoxicated and brave by her interest in him. He twisted to look at her, smile at her, face to face.

      Flying on waxen wings near the angel. There could be no romance, nothing sexual. But he could enjoy a brush with the divine.

      “Yes. I’m as happy now as I can remember ever being.”

      It was true. Jennings realized it as he heard his own words. Without his left leg, starting a new job, battling some depression, the struggle was worth it because he was happy.

      “What makes you so happy?”

      “I’m not sure. Act Two of my life is over, I think. And Act Three will be different. That make sense? Act Three holds optimism and hope and education. I’ll earn my place as quickly as I can.”

      “I think you might be a romantic, Mr. Jennings.”

      “I like teaching better than marching. Teaching is collegiality and knowledge and books. Plus the other instructors smell better than a ranger.”

      At the compliment, the eye contact became too much and he and Hathaway looked away.

      On the field, the ref flew a yellow flag. Unsportsmanlike conduct, he announced. Number 58.

      Benjamin Lynch. He’d clobbered someone after the play.

      “Dang it, Benji.” Jennings muttered it. A fog of syllables. “Go easy, kid.”

      “What’d you say?”

      Eyes still on the field, Jennings answered, “I met with Craig Lewis. You know him?”

      “I do. He teaches philosophy and Latin and he never leers at me.”

      “He told me about Peter Lynch’s past. Wild story about his step-daughter accusing him of sexual assault.”

      “Oh yeah. I heard that rumor. It went down right as I moved to Roanoke and I didn’t know anyone, so I didn’t pay attention.”

      “He said the wildest thing. He said he wished Peter Lynch was dead.”

      “That’s not wild, Daniel, I wish that every time he clumps into my classroom.”

      “Sorry, I quoted him wrong. Lewis said he wished someone would kill Lynch. Big difference.”

      “Do you think you could?” she said.

      “Kill Peter Lynch?”

      She nodded. A goofy smile.

      “Of course not,” he said.

      “You were in the Army, though.”

      “Oh. You mean, do I have the ability? Yeah I could do it.”

      “With a gun? Do you have one?”

      “I have two.”

      “Big enough to kill that giant jerk?” she said.

      “They’re big enough. But I’d go to jail the rest of my life.”

      “What if you could get away with it?”

      “I’d still choose not to.”

      “What are we talking about?” She covered her mouth with both hands and laughed. “How did we get on this?”

      “You’re homicidal, that’s how.”

      She pushed her hair back. “Apparently. I’m glad no one heard that minute of madness.”

      On the field, the Fork Union quarterback rifled a pass across the middle. Caught. The stadium volume ramped up. Benji Lynch lowered his shoulder into the wide receiver. A jarring collision. Benji wrapped his hands under the receiver’s legs, suspending him briefly in midair. Benji drove him into the turf, a pile-drive, all Benji’s weight landing on top. Illegal tackle. The fans went incoherent.

      Benji stood and walked backward, the referee hurling a yellow penalty flag at him. The Fork Union receiver writhed on the ground and his teammates shoved Benji in retaliation. Whistles blowing, coaches shouting.

      “Benji again? Oh no,” said Hathaway.

      Coach Murray waved Benji off the field. He pointed at the deep sideline, benching him. Jennings watched it from a distance in pantomime. Watched Benji stomp and smash the bench with his helmet. Watched Benji’s teammates forsake him. Watched Coach Murray furiously chomp his gum and deal with the penalty yards.

      Murray had to sit Benji. He had to.

      “What happened?” said Hathaway. “Is Benji out?”

      Jennings’ fingers were laced in his hair, eyes on the coach.

      Murray now had to worry about losing the game and his job. A wife at home, a teenager nearing college. Lynch threatening him in the hospital. But no coach would leave Benji on the field after two unsportsmanlike penalties. No way. It wasn’t fair to anyone.

      “Mr. Jennings? Daniel? What’re you looking at? I can’t see it, you’re taller than I am.”

      Jennings eyes shifted from Murray to the titan suite at the peak of the stadium. Down to Murray and back up. In the light of the suite, high above the field, a big man stood at the window. A silhouette. Watching.
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      The next day Jennings woke to a rare commodity—an off day. A Saturday free from responsibility. Jennings’ coffee maker woke him at 7:30, the timer clicking on, and he stared at the ceiling for twenty minutes without moving.

      His suite consisted of his bedroom, a bathroom, and a kitchen/living room. About the size of a small apartment. The sparse decorations were mainly photographs. A picture of his family smiling with Vice President Al Gore when Daniel was just a child. Another photo of his father shaking hands with Republican senator John Warner, the chair of the Senate Armed Services Committee. Another of him and his mother smiling brightly at the beach. His suite attached to the dormitory, so no feet pounded above him. Occasionally he’d let students in to demonstrate how a man should keep his room. There should be order, not chaos.

      He got up and drank coffee and checked his phone.

      His friends still in the Army had uploaded new photos on Instagram. A USO event at Camp Buehring, it looked like. Jennings felt the deep ache of an outcast. Standing on the lonely fringe looking in.

      He allowed himself a moment of self-pity before engaging his will power. Reminded himself he hadn’t enjoyed the Army. He had felt like an outsider even when surrounded by these same men in the photos. Reminded himself he was content, and he was. Or close.

      Behind the thoughts lurked another truth but he refused to acknowledge it—the aftermath of losing the foot and getting medically discharged had been something of a relief, an excuse for being out of the military.

      Jennings hopped into the shower before the malaise of depression could settle. Before his ancestors could turn over in their grave and before his friends could bleed to death in the sand and rock.

      He took the Erik Larson novel to Our Daily Bread. Ordered breakfast and ate in the corner. Lost himself and returned an hour later. Drove downtown to the farmers’ market next to Center in the Square. He purchased coffee roasted locally, plus homemade bread and cinnamon apple butter. In November, everything was pumpkin and spices.

      His M4 carbine was housed in a climate-controlled storage locker downtown. An assault rifle similar to the one he’d trained with and carried. Leaving the Army, he’d purchased the M4 in a fit of panic—his buddies held a ‘retirement’ party for him and he’d been struck by how different from them he already was, by how his life was slipping away, and he made arrangements that very night to buy one.

      He retrieved it and parked at Safeside Tactical on Shenandoah. From behind the seat he fetched the shotgun kept there in a tactical bag, and he took both weapons inside to the shooting bay he’d reserved.

      The shotgun had belonged to his grandfather, handed down. A Browning BT-99. A single-shot 12 gauge, the wooden stock and the barrel polished and shining. A shooting range wasn’t ideal for the shotgun but he fired a few rounds because he enjoyed the booming recoil, the heady smell of burnt nitroglycerin, the connection to happy memories in his family’s forest. A weapon for hunting and sport, not war.

      There was nothing beautiful about the M4. He jammed a loaded magazine into the receiver and smacked the bolt catch, loading a round. He let the barrel rest on its grip pod and he pushed the selector lever with his thumb.

      Jennings had seen action twice with the Green Berets. The chatter of opposing assault rifles would never leave him.

      He worked through two magazines, semi-auto. Forcing himself to glare down the Aimpoint dot scope and punch holes in the target. A painful exercise but he needed it. Needed to bear down on the parts of himself he didn’t enjoy. Like learning to run with a new gait—pretending it never happened would make it worse. During the second magazine he forsook the bipod stability for a fighting stance modified to his artificial strong-side leg. His grouping widened but he stayed on target.

      He cleared the rifle and pointed the barrel up. Metal shells glinted dully on the floor.

      Jennings felt better. Like processing pain in therapy. He hadn’t enjoyed his time with the Army but it was inside him now, threatening to fester if ignored.

      A part of his brain noted the silhouetted target he’d obliterated was smaller than Peter Lynch.

      Yeah, I could kill him. If I had to.
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      Jennings packed but didn’t immediately drive away from the shooting range lot. He sat in the cab and surfed on his phone, his thumb moving without permission.

      Peter Lynch’s step-daughter Kelly Carson had moved from Roanoke to Philadelphia three years ago. Jennings found several Kelly Carson accounts on Facebook and he matched the photograph.

      The Kelly Carson he wanted owned a business page advertising a dog-walking service in the Washington Square West neighborhood of Philadelphia. At the bottom of the page Kelly offered professional pet portraits.

      Kelly looked too thin, like she consumed cigarettes instead of calories. A dragon tattoo wound circles down her arm, ending at her wrist. Beneath the heavy makeup and the hard edge was a young woman who could be stunning with little effort.

      Sitting in his truck, Jennings dialed the number listed on the page. He didn’t think about it; the phone call happened on its own. The ringing sounded like an alarm.

      Bad idea. A really bad idea. What am I doing. This isn’t my fight.

      At the bottom on her webpage, he read a note.

      *Sorry but I’m only working with clients who don’t identify as male at the moment. A personal choice as I recover from PTSD issues! Thanks!

      A woman’s voice answered, “Hi, this is Kelly!” and he disconnected the call.

      Jennings punched his steering wheel with the heel of his right hand. Stupid. Stupid stupid.

      She’d moved to get away from Peter Lynch and she sure as hell wouldn’t want me dropping the guy in her lap again.

      Jennings’ phone vibrated. Kelly Carson calling back.

      Helet it ring, hating himself and his ugly mistake. He could send it to voicemail but then she’d have his name without his story or reason for calling.

      He closed his eyes and answered.

      “Hi, this is Dan.”

      “It’s Kelly Carson. We got cut off?”

      “Yeah I hung up too late. I’m sorry about that. I, ah, I noticed at the bottom of your page you aren’t working with men, so… Maybe pretend I didn’t call?”

      “Bullshit, Dan.”

      “No, really, I—”

      “You’re calling from a Roanoke number.”

      Jennings winced. “I am.”

      “This better not be Peter.”

      “No. No, this isn’t Peter. My name’s Dan Jennings.”

      “This is about Peter Lynch, isn’t it. Calls from Roanoke are always about Peter.”

      Jennings couldn’t find words quick enough.

      Into the pause she said, “I fucking knew it.”

      “Ms. Carson, I teach at the school Benji goes to. I was calling about Peter but I regretted it as soon as I dialed. My issues shouldn’t be foisted on you and I apologize."

      “You teach at the Academy.”

      “I do.”

      “And you realized you shouldn’t be bothering me, Dan, is that right?”

      “That’s right. I’m sure you’ve been through enough.”

      “Well that’s the first decent thing anybody’s said to me in a long time.”

      He winced. Again he couldn’t find words.

      “You teach Benji?”

      Alone, Jennings nodded. “I do.”

      “He’s in, what, the tenth grade now?”

      “Eleventh. He’s a junior.”

      “Is he okay?”

      “I hope so. I’m worried about him.”

      “You said you’re who? Dan…what?”

      “Dan Jennings.”

      “Imma call you back, Dan Jennings.”

      The line clicked off.

      “Shoot,” he said. “Such a bad idea. So misguided, Jennings.”

      He gunned the Tacoma’s engine and left the firing range’s parking lot, hoping she wouldn’t call back.

      But she did five minutes later. He pulled to the side of Brambleton and answered.

      “Okay, Daniel Jennings, history teacher at the Academy. You check out. My source says you’re tall, you’ve got muscles, all your hair, and you’re good looking. How nice to be born with every advantage imaginable. What do you want?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m…lost.”

      “You said Benji’s okay? I like that little punk. More than his brother, at least.”

      “Not so little anymore,” said Jennings.

      “I haven’t seen Benji in a few years. Is he getting hairy?”

      “I think his father beats him.”

      “For sure. Makes them a man, Peter says. But I can’t help with it. Give Child Protective Services a ring, but they did nothing last time, not a damn thing.”

      “Ms. Carson, I don’t want to dredge up your past, but…I’m worried about his daughter.”

      “Eh. I’m not. She’s an entitled shit. But that’s not the point, is it. Peter isn’t, like, what’s the word, he isn’t incestuous. He’s violent, that’s his deal. He has an uncontrollable temper. When he’d hurt me, it was punishment, not sexual. He’d get pathetic women for sex.”

      Jennings felt the words like a wave of nausea.

      “Ah, Dan, shit, never mind. Pretend I didn’t say that.”

      “Why…” He cleared his throat, searching for a voice. “Why not?”

      “I can’t talk about it.”

      “Because of documents you signed? He could come after you financially.”

      “I’m not going to answer that, Dan. But take my lack of response for your answer.”

      “You’re worried I’m recording this.”

      “No comment. Just in case. But tell me this. What big crime do you think he committed? Forget about me for a sec. Is there something else?”

      Cars raced by on Brambleton fast enough for the slipstream to rock his truck.

      Kelly Carson seemed talky for a woman who didn’t want to say anything. Like she was leading him to an answer but she’d hang up if he stepped wrong.

      He said, “In my head, there’s a bunch of…not lesser crimes, but crimes society is willing to look beyond. But they all matter, Ms. Carson. People are getting hurt. Multiple people. And it adds up to…to something that should change.”

      “Who is getting hurt? Do you know?”

      “He’s making unwanted advances on my colleague. He’s threatening someone else’s career. He beats his kids. He hurt you.”

      “That’s all you know? You’re describing most white oppressive assholes in our country,” she said.

      “He molests children. Or at least one child. That in itself is enough.”

      “He does a lot more than that, Dan. You didn’t research thoroughly enough.”

      A shock to his system, like mild electrocution. “What else is there?”

      “I’m not talking about this, remember?”

      “Ms. Carson, you just told me—”

      “Modern Monsters.”

      “What?”

      “The Modern Monsters podcast. Look it up before you decide to stick your neck out. That’s a trip down a fucking rabbit hole you might not come out of.”

      Jennings repeated the name under his breath. And again so he’d remember it. Modern Monsters.

      “I’m not making any accusations, hear me, Dan? We’re just chatting. You can’t use any of this against me, and I’m only letting it slip because you’re being respectful. And there’s one more thing. Find Kabir Patel.”

      “Who is Kabir Patel?”

      “It probably won’t do you much good. You can try.  Good luck, hot history teacher. Please don’t call me again. I suffered enough for my sonofabitch step-father.”

      She hung up.
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        * * *

      

      Jennings’ truck didn’t move for the next hour and he eventually turned the engine off to save gas.

      He surfed on his phone.

      Modern Monsters was a podcast that ran for nine months, one episode per month, detailing sordid crimes that were unsolved or ‘inappropriately’ solved, calling attention to miscarriages of justice or corruption in law enforcement. Listeners also enjoyed Serial and the Casefile True Crime podcast. After only nine episodes, Modern Monsters had eight thousand positive ratings. The episodes ended abruptly three years ago. None of the episodes were about Peter Lynch or Kelly Carson.

      The creator of Modern Monsters was a man named Donald Blair. He lived in upstate New York in a town called Plattsburgh and he was missing. His disappearance had been exhaustively covered by Press Republican, the newspaper in Plattsburgh. Blair vanished without a trace soon after the ninth episode of his podcast had been released. A website was built and dedicated to tracking him down, along with a GoFundMe to raise money for private detectives, but there’d been no activity on the website for over a year.

      Modern Monsters and Donald Blair.

      A rabbit hole you might not come out of.

      Kabir Patel was easier to find. He was a journalist and his name was attached to some of the articles about Peter Lynch that had been deleted. By clicking enough, Jennings could find the journalist’s name but not the text. Kabir Patel was now writing for a newspaper in Richmond.

      Jennings wrote the man an email from an old burner account.

      Mr. Patel, I’m curious why many of your articles on Peter Lynch are no longer online? That’s a story that should be more thoroughly documented, isn’t it?

      He clicked send without using his name and immediately after his phone blinked off, battery exhausted.

      Jennings glanced around, experiencing the sensation that Peter Lynch could be leering at him through the window. But he was alone. He started the engine and the dash clock informed him he’d missed dinner at the dining hall, so he went for Chipotle.

      He returned to the dormitory carrying the bag of hot food. The dark Academy walkways were dotted with  landscaping lanterns. Despite the chill, boys played three-on-three basketball on the lighted outdoor court. Most students watched movies or played video games in their rooms.

      Jennings unlocked his door and went in.

      No warm air greeted him. His suite was cold, the same temperature as outside. He forgot to set the thermostat?

      Clicked on the lights.

      His bedroom window was smashed, letting in the atmosphere through the jagged wound. Dammit. Shards of glass glinted on his bed. He stepped closer and kicked something with his shoe.

      Jennings set down his food, feeling ill.

      He’d kicked a brick. On one side of the brick, a note was attached. On the other side was a dead animal. Both the note and the animal were held in place with rubber bands.

      He nudged the grisly thing with his toe. The squirrel’s neck and skull looked crushed, like it’d been stomped to death. Jennings fetched two trash bags from the kitchen and used them as makeshift gloves to detach the squirrel, still fresh. Bulging eyes watched him do it. He sealed the carcass inside a bag and washed his hands.

      He pinched the note’s edges with his fingertips to open and read it.

      I saw you at the football game.

      Standing with the lonely and lovely Ms. Hathaway.

      She does NOT belong to YOU, Staff Sergeant

      Time to find a new career, DANIEL, or you CAN GO TO HELL.

      No signature. The note was penned in blocky handwriting. By the end, the letters were slashes and hard to read, like the author grew more and more agitated as he wrote.

      Lonely and lovely Ms. Hathaway.

      Daniel.

      Peter Lynch threw a dead animal through my window to warn me away from Daisy Hathaway. Good grief.

      The man was insane.

      Jennings laid down the note, carefully. The author would have left fingerprints.

      Do you believe in evil, Dan? Is a person evil?

      Craig Lewis in his ear. He’d been warned.

      He returned to his truck. He looked in every direction to ensure he was alone and he reached into the rear of the cab for the bag. He ran back and closed the door to his suite.

      He set his grandfather’s shotgun, the Browning, in the corner. Unloaded, still zipped up. Two boxes of shells—one box of target loads, one box of 00 buckshot for hunting—he put into his sock drawer. As soon as he cleaned up the glass shards he’d decide where to stow the weapon. A shotgun on campus wasn’t ideal. But Jennings wanted to play it safe.

      He’d attracted the attention of a madman.
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      A maintenance crew measured Jennings’ window the next morning while he reviewed camera footage in the security office.

      The Academy had cameras aimed at each building and parking lot. Sitting in the glow of five screens, Jennings scrolled backwards in time until dusk fell yesterday evening. He located his dorm, Moffett Hall. He didn’t understand the software well enough to transfer that camera feed to the largest monitor so he leaned in and clicked 4x speed.

      What would Lynch have done if I’d been home? Did he know I was out?

      At 7:15, Jennings spotted the prowler. He rewound and watched again from all angles but couldn’t determine from where the guy had arrived. The vandal hadn’t walked from a campus parking lot, that was obvious. Was it Lynch? A big guy. But it could have been any big guy. The lighting wasn’t good.

      The prowler crept to Jennings’ window. Looked like he was dressed head to toe in black, including gloves. Maybe a beard? Maybe not. He threw the brick sidearm but the window held. It took him twice. Jennings leaned in further, watching the second throw. The vandal ran. Jennings searched every monitor but the guy vanished. He watched it again and made a note of the exact time.

      That might be Peter Lynch.

      Or it might be Benji Lynch obeying orders. Slipping back to his dorm, Humphries Hall.

      Jennings would report his findings to Dean Gordon but nothing here was conclusive—he wouldn’t mention the note or squirrel, not yet. He wasn’t ready for that firefight. He slumped backward in the swivel chair and checked his iPhone.

      A message waited in his old email account. A message from Kabir Patel.

      Tell me who you are and perhaps I’d be willing to discuss my articles over a phone call.

      -Kabir

      Jennings’ skin prickled. Kabir needed to vet him first. Everyone was terrified they were walking into a trap. That fear had a source.

      He returned to his suite. The maintenance crew was gone, having replaced his makeshift cardboard window covering with a wooden plank. They left him a note—the new window should arrive Wednesday.

      Jennings opened his laptop and replied to Kabir Patel.

      Mr. Patel, my name is Dan Jennings. I teach history at the Valley Academy. Benji Lynch is one of my students. I was given your name from a reliable source and I understand your need for discretion. For various reasons, I’m looking for information on Peter Lynch and on Modern Monsters. I’m happy to chat by phone at your convenience.

      Jennings listed his phone number and sent the email.

      The sheet of plywood over his window blocked out the sunlight in his bedroom. He sat looking at it a long time, and at the brick beneath it, and at the note pinned beneath the brick.
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      As students filed out of Jennings’ classroom Monday afternoon, Dean Gordon walked in.

      Gordon looked great on television. He had the gray hair and wise face of a winning politician, good for fund-raising. Today he looked tired.

      “Good day, Mr. Jennings?”

      “Yessir, they usually are.”

      “Glad to hear it. Come step outside with me.”

      “Sure.” Jennings felt less of the nerves most instructors did around an almighty head of school. He was inured from the military. The hallway was vacating quickly as they walked through.

      “How did Benji look today?” said Gordon.

      “He’s somber. Benji’s never been chatty but today he looked like he was carrying extra weight. Wouldn’t look at me during class.”

      “That young man has a lot on his mind, I expect.” Gordon reached the exterior doors first and held them for Jennings.

      “Everything okay, sir?”

      “I have some bad news, Mr. Jennings, and I thought you’d like to see it yourself. Your truck was vandalized last night.”

      The Tacoma’s windshield was splintered and the driver’s window entirely shattered. The letters RIP were spray painted in bright red across the passenger side. The seats were slashed, probably by a knife.

      Some fear and anger churned in Jennings. He didn’t say it but he was glad he’d removed the shotgun.

      “It was reported during lunch. No one saw it this morning. First your window, now this. A crummy few days, Mr. Jennings.” Dean Gordon’s voice sounded commiserative, soldiers discussing wounds. “My car was vandalized once. Unfortunately it comes with the job if you anger enough students.”

      This wasn’t because I angered a student, Dean.

      “I viewed the security footage already. You’re welcome to do the same. It happened this morning around four. I can’t determine the culprit from the silhouette. Big guy, whoever it was. My eyeballs say he’s the same person who broke your dorm window. Do you have any educated guesses?”

      Jennings didn’t answer. He was angered by the rips in his car seat, ugly cuts.

      “I reviewed the logs from last night,” continued Gordon, referring to the dorm locks. After lockdown, students couldn’t get in or out without using their electronic keycard. “The doors weren’t opened. Which makes me think it wasn’t a boarding student.”

      “It wasn’t a student.”

      “You know that definitively?”

      “Did you call the police already?” said Jennings.

      “They’ll be here soon. Plus a tow. You have insurance, I assume, as does the school. You won’t pay a dime.”

      “I’ll talk to the police about this. And fill you in as soon as I can.”

      “You can talk to the police but not me?”

      “That’s right, not yet.”

      Gordon was taken back. It was his job to know and he didn’t. Gordon regarded him, hands in pockets, and Jennings quickly felt like a student who’d broken a rule. The man was good at silence.

      Then, “Mr. Jennings, I hesitate to pry into your private affairs. But are you in some trouble? Perhaps I can help.”

      “I’ll tell you when I’m able. And I say that with all due respect.”

      “The two attacks strike me as personal.”

      “They’re school related.”

      “Hell, Mr. Jennings, I should—”

      “You should trust me.” A pause and Jennings wondered how quickly the titans would find out about this, whether or not he confided his suspicions with Gordon. The dean of a school was beholden to his board of trustees, but was he also terrified of them? Completely in their pocket? Lynch had broken the rules by playing dirty, by sneaking around in the dark. He hadn’t gone to the trustees so Jennings wouldn’t either. If Jennings tried to drag the thing into the light, he might get fired more quickly. “You have responsibilities and obligations that I don’t. As soon as I can, Mr. Gordon.”

      “Mr. Jennings. I’m at a loss.”

      A police cruiser pulled into the lot and parked.

      Dean Gordon shook the officer’s hand and introduced himself and outlined what he’d learned from the security footage. While they talked, Jennings opened the glove compartment of the Tacoma and withdrew his insurance card. Snagged his dog tags too. He called his local agent and requested a rental as a crowd formed. He existed in the miserable scrutiny of a microscope, the faculty and students watching, wondering what was wrong with him.

      His phone buzzed as soon as he hung up with his USAA agent. Coach Murray calling.

      “I heard about your truck, Jennings. You make enemies real damn fast,” Murray said into his ear.

      “So did Genghis Khan. I’m in good company.”

      “You need a lift?”

      “I’ll figure it out. Aren’t you at practice?”

      Murray chuckled. “You didn’t hear? The titans are calling for me to get sacked. So Dean Gordon says.”

      Jennings cast an eye at Gordon, chatting with the officer. He strolled to the far side of his truck, out of ear shot.

      “That’s garbage. Our team won. We’re headed to the championship. You don’t fire the winning general.”

      “White guys get their feelings hurt quick. Gordon said I should sit out one day to appease the powers that be while he investigates. To make the rich guys happy, he means.”

      “Probably only one rich guy. One rich hairy white guy, whose son got benched. Same guy breaking my windows.”

      “You think it’s Sasquatch? I mean, Lynch?”

      “He left me a note, Murray. It was unsigned but he gave me clues. He knows.”

      “Knows what?”

      “Knows I’m after his ass,” said Jennings.

      “You gonna get fired, is what you gonna do.”

      He grinned. “So are you.”

      “Maybe but I ain’t running straight at it.”

      “Lynch will make sure I’m not here next year, if I even last that long. So I’ll head him off at the pass. I’m talking to the police about it in a minute.”

      “Shit. Jennings… Sure you don’t need a lift? Or some damn common sense?”

      “I gotta go.”

      He hung up and Officer Thornton came to take his statement. His clipboard and pen ready.

      “Dan Jennings? Tell me what you can.”

      Jennings said, “I’d like to make my statement at your office. At the police department.”

      Thornton was his age, still arrogant about the shield and the power. “That’s a new one. Why’s that?”

      “Because it’s complicated.”

      The tow truck arrived and Dean Gordon used his radio to call for faculty cars to be moved.

      Officer Thornton said, “Well, I guess that’s fine. It’s up on Cove Road, you know.”

      “Need a ride, Mr. Jennings?” said Daisy Hathaway. She’d arrived at the parking lot.

      “That’s okay, I’ll figure something out.”

      “Would it make you feel better if you drove my car? Is it a guy thing?”

      “Thanks, but…” Jennings paused. Daisy smiling and hitching her bag higher. Officer Thornton whistling softly under his breath. “Yes ma’am, I need a ride. But you can drive.”
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      Daisy’s Lexus convertible was kept neat, as Jennings knew it would be. The atmosphere they occupied smelled like lotion and perfume, and Jennings stressed he was ruining it.

      She drove like a wild woman, a thin cross pendant swinging from her mirror.

      “I’m telling the police about Lynch,” he said.

      Her grip tightened on the wheel. “What exactly?”

      “That he threatened my job. That I was told he beats his children and Benji confirmed it. That he broke my window and vandalized my truck.”

      “Can you prove any of that?”

      Jennings held up the letter that’d been packaged around the brick. “I hope.”

      “What is it?” She eyed it like it could bite.

      “He wrote me a note. He didn’t sign it but I’m hoping for fingerprints.”

      “Read it to me?”

      He did and his face grew hot.

      She does NOT belong to YOU, Staff Sergeant.

      “That creep was watching us at the game! What the hell is wrong with him? It’s not like we were touching or making out.”

      “You should be flattered. He’s rich and seems genuinely interested in you.”

      She hit him in the shoulder, like she’d done at the game, and the car swerved.

      “That’s not funny.”

      “Yes ma’am. I mean, yes Ms. Hathaway.”

      “Daisy. I’ll talk to the police too. He mentions me in the note. Ew. I’ll tell them how he hits on me, propositions me.”

      “That’s not illegal. And maybe you shouldn’t. I’m putting my job at risk.”

      “I’m not letting you do it alone. Besides, I’m excited about it. I’m tired of pretending.”

      Officer Thornton parked at the police department on Cove Road and walked them back. It was after four and the day shift looked too tired to take interest in them.

      Thornton’s desk was in the bullpen with the others, mostly vacant. He shrugged out of his blue police jacket and dropped it over his chair. He didn’t have a place for them to sit.

      “I can take your statement in a conference room. You said it’s complicated?” said Thornton.

      “Peter Lynch vandalized my car and I think the department should reopen their investigation into him.”

      Jennings knew it was his imagination but he felt the room go still.

      Thornton clicked his pen twice. Slid it back into his shirt pocket.

      “Peter Lynch.”

      “The attorney. You know him?” said Jennings.

      “Know of him. Um.” He twisted to look back at the offices. “Wait here.”

      Thornton left and came back in a minute and beckoned with two fingers. He led them to a door with a Chief of Police plaque.

      Thornton spoke to the man in the office. “Chief, this is them. He says Peter Lynch vandalized his truck. Guys, Chief Gibbs.”

      Buck Gibbs was a blocky man pushing sixty-five, beyond the pseudo-mandatory retirement age but still strong. He was completely bald. He took off his reading glasses and dropped them on the records he’d been reading. He stood and said, “Thank you, Thornton. Come on in. Clean off those two chairs. Just set the files on the floor.”

      Jennings and Hathaway sat. Gibbs hooked a thumb under his belt and his other hand absently pressed against a spot on his hip, like it hurt.

      “Whose car got hit?”

      “Mine. A Tacoma.”

      “And you think Peter Lynch did it? Doesn’t seem the type,” said Gibbs.

      “Yessir. He’s taken an interest in me. In us.”

      “He’s done that before. What’s your name?”

      “Dan Jennings.”

      “Jennings. Kin to Dennis?”

      “My father.”

      “I knew him. Years ago, good man. This your wife, Dan?” said the chief and he smiled.

      “My colleague, Daisy Hathaway.”

      “Daniel and I work together and he needed a ride. I’m mentioned in the note.”

      “The note?”

      “Yes sir,” said Jennings. “Were you involved in the Kelly Carson investigation four years ago?”

      “I was the chief then, that answer your question?”

      “I think that case should be reopened.”

      Gibbs sat. He set his hands on the desk and held them up, demonstrating he held nothing. “There was no victim and no crime. Hard to have an investigation without those, Dan. Not that I wouldn’t like to nail Lynch to the wall.”

      Jennings found some courage—nail him to the wall. “There was a victim and crime but they were sealed behind a nondisclosure. And I know for a fact he has other victims.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I teach at the Academy. I teach his son Benji, who told me Peter beats him.”

      “We tried that last time. Both boys clammed up. Claimed their daddy never touches them.”

      “He told me different,” said Jennings. “Peter came to my classroom and threatened me. Soon after, he threw a brick through my window and trashed my truck.”

      Gibbs picked up his phone and punched two numbers. Into the receiver he said, “Thornton? Bring me that report on Dan Jennings’ truck soon as you finish,” and he hung up. “You know it was Lynch?”

      “The video surveillance is inconclusive. Looks like him. I’ll get it to you. But he left me a message.”

      “What kind?”

      “For one, a dead squirrel.”

      “God almighty. A dead squirrel?”

      Hathaway wrinkled her nose. “You didn’t tell me that part. Gross.”

      “And this.”  Jennings laid the note on his desk. Gibbs didn’t touch it but he slid on his reading glasses. Scanned it. Glanced at them and back down.

      “Staff Sergeant?”

      “Yessir. I was in the military. Peter was fascinated by that.”

      “Military man like your father.” Gibbs pointed. “And you’re the…lonely and lovely Ms. Hathaway?”

      Daisy said, “Mr. Lynch calls me that, yes. He makes passes at me.”

      “What football game is this?”

      “Last Friday, in Salem. Ms. Hathaway and I were together.”

      “And Peter was there?”

      “Yessir.”

      Gibbs nodding. “Apparently watching. You two an item?”

      “No sir.”

      “Seems to think you are.”

      “Mr. Lynch is jealous of Daniel. He told me as much,” said Hathaway.

      “Can you fingerprint that?” Jennings nodded at the note.

      “Can and will. Who’s touched it?”

      “Only me. And only at the edges."

      “Sit tight.” Gibbs left the room. Came back wearing latex gloves and picked the note up by the corners.

      While they waited, a forensic tech came in and fingerprinted Jennings for comparison. The chief returned without the note.

      “We’ll know something in a sec.” He lowered into the chair and sighed. “Where’s the animal carcass?”

      “I threw it away.”

      “Got anything else for me to use?”

      “No sir. The rest is hearsay and it isn’t criminal.”

      “Let me hear it.”

      “I witnessed him buy off a parent to avoid a lawsuit and bad press. I know he bullies the school’s dean and he fires teachers and coaches he doesn’t like.”

      Gibbs leaned back in his chair and laid a hand on his bald head. The other hand went to his hip. “You’re right, Dan, that’s not criminal. We already know he’s an asshole. You might get him on workplace violations or civil infractions but he’s a helluva lawyer and it’d never see court.”

      “That’s what happened with Kelly Carson.”

      “I can’t talk much about that, Dan. But that was going to be an uphill battle for her, the poor girl.”

      Carson had been in and out of rehab. That’s what Gibbs meant—she wouldn’t be a reliable witness. Hard for a judge or jury to trust her.

      The chief said, “When they figured out some kind of settlement, the police were left with nothing. A bad feeling, let me tell you, investigating a man when the floor drops out. The victim, the evidence, and the crime vanish? That’s a hard day.”

      The tech returned and laid the note on the chief’s desk. Jennings could see powder residue on the surface.

      “It’s clean, Chief. Got a few partials but looks like they belong to Dan Jennings. Nothing else. No hairs. No fibers. The handwriting could be analyzed but it’s intentionally scrambled. We can run a GraphJ, if you want. I made photocopies.”

      Gibbs nodded and the man left.

      Jennings ground his teeth. He’d been banking on fingerprints.

      “No luck. Doesn’t mean he didn’t write it,” said Gibbs.

      “But I can’t prove it.”

      “And that’s the only way we score points.” The chief glanced at the clock on the wall. “Dan, Daisy, I have a meeting in five. Anything else you have, tell it to Officer Thornton.” They stood and Gibbs returned the note to Jennings. “Email me the videos, Dan. Anything else comes up, call the department. We’ll get this sonofabitch one of these days.”

      “He hits his kids, Chief."

      “I made a note. I’m talking to CPS before I leave, but that’ll be tough sledding. We know going in the boys won’t talk.” He picked up a file and walked them to the door. “Don’t go places alone. If you’re scared, call 911. If you see something, try to record it.”

      “I’m not giving up,” said Jennings.

      “Me neither, partner. This is what I do.”
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      Peter Lynch had acquired much of an entire vale in the Blue Ridge Mountains nestled between two ranges along the border of Roanoke County and Craig County. He spent two years buying property on either side of Route 740 in Bennet Springs, and the next two building a luxury enclave on the thousand acres. Construction was ongoing, currently on a new stable near the outdoor shooting range he’d built for his boys. Behind the range, half a mile from the homestead, was a plot of land where no one went, warned off by signs, where the dark earth could be dug easily and secrets buried.

      Dusk came early inside the wide valley, but Peter’s daughter Ann insisted she keep flying her kite on the wide green between the old horse stable and the homestead. A November wind flowed north through the basin and held her rainbow diamond fluttering seventy feet in the air, the tail whipping, until she could barely see it.

      The wind played havoc with Peter Lynch’s hair. He smiled and watched Ann, one hand holding a cell phone to his ear. The reception was excellent—he’d erected a tower on the eastern rise.

      Into the phone, he said, “I don’t like calls this late, Jerry. You better get me horny.”

      Jerry, his office manager, his third office manager in six years, got him close.

      Medical malpractice litigation is expensive and tricky. The doctors have insurance companies with deep pockets for high-priced attorneys, making the life of a plaintiff’s lawyer hell. Peter Lynch steered clear for that reason and his office manager knew it. But this was a slam dunk, sure to max out at the cap of two and a half million. A beautiful mother was dead and a young doctor had killed her, lacerating her liver during a routine cholecystectomy and letting bilious toxins leak into her system. It’d never see trial—a jury would weep at her little children.

      Jerry wanted to pounce before some other greedy bastard got wind. He’d been hired in large part for his blood-thirst.

      Peter Lynch listened and strolled the green, watching his daughter as Jerry finished his pitch. Within his mind, numbers and financial damages fell like plinko discs into payday slots. Except for the discs that were intercepted by Daisy Hathaway. Daisy Hathaway and her mouth and her legs intercepted a lot recently. His knees went watery.

      “The case is good, Jerry,” he said. “But I don’t want it.”

      Through the phone, “You’re fucking with me?”

      “It’s juicy. But my mind is occupied with lovelier things.”

      “Our cut would be a million, Peter.”

      “No.”

      “I’ll give it to Keith. He can—”

      “Give it to someone else, Jerry, out of our camp, and you can spend your time wiping my ass instead. I don’t want it. We’ll take the standard referral fee. Do the math. That’ll keep you occupied with speed balls and whores for a month, Jerry.”

      “You’re killing me.”

      “Don’t…don’t tempt me, and don’t call again tonight.”

      Peter Lynch hung up. He took a deep breath to fill his great lungs and breathe out the hate. The hate had to be kept under tight wraps.

      The light in the barn extinguished and Homer Caldwell marched out. Homer was an exceedingly rare man—born with Mosaic Down Syndrome, he had grown tall and powerful instead of short; Homer was almost as tall as Lynch. He was Lynch’s full-time help at the enclave and he lived in his own three-room house behind the homestead. He was so grateful for the job and the house that he’d grown a beard in imitation of his benefactor.

      Lynch referred to him as his Giant Mongoloid.

      Homer watched the kite, delight on his face. He clapped for Ann and then strode with stooped shoulders into the dark to his house.

      Lynch also clapped for his daughter.

      “Bravo, Ann!”

      “See it, Daddy? It can stay up forever.” She pointed over her head.

      Lynch’s eyes left her and fixed on the headlights swiveling his way through the gloom. A car had turned off his enclave’s winding service road and onto his personal drive.

      “Let’s go in, Annie, it’s cold.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Ann—”

      “No Daddy, you said I could…”

      Lynch quit listening. He recognized the vehicle. A Ford F-150.

      The angry embers of Peter Lynch’s heart, always smoldering, were doused. Watching the truck, a thrill of fear and awe ran through him like a wave; he hadn’t seen his father in weeks. The risk of exposure was too high.

      Lynch walked to greet him but the truck roared by on the circular drive, parking closer to Ann. Hot red brake lights and the engine died.

      His father got out and greeted Ann, who warmly displayed her kite. He picked her up and they pointed together at the sky, stars emerging.

      Lynch waited his turn, hands in his pockets. He was patient for no man except his father, Buck Gibbs, the chief of Roanoke County police.

      Finished with his granddaughter, Chief Gibbs set her down and approached Lynch. Gibbs still wore his uniform and belt and police ball cap. From his jacket pocket he withdrew a photocopy of the note Dan Jennings had provided.

      Gibbs didn’t hug his son. He waved the note and smacked it against Lynch’s chest, crinkling the paper.

      Lynch flinched all over. He felt fear of no man except his father. “Hello, Chief.”

      “You fat idiot.”

      “I know.” Lynch nodding.

      “A squirrel?”

      “I know. I was angry.”

      “Your fingerprints were all over this note. I had to wipe it down.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You want to go to prison? Over that girl?” Gibbs, shorter than Lynch, had a way of growling and talking so that Lynch felt he was looking up. Still a scared boy.

      “You saw her?”

      “Daisy Hathaway, I saw her. And now every damn officer in my department has too.” Gibbs released the note from Lynch’s chest. It fluttered and the wind caught it away. “I know you. You can’t let her go, can you.”

      “I can’t.”

      “I know you can’t.” He sneered the can’t. “That perverted brain of yours.”

      “We’ll get married soon. I need her.”

      “No you got’damn don’t.” Gibbs lowered his voice, for Ann. “You only think you do, Peter. Since you were a boy. You fixate and you break things, and I have to clean up your shit.”

      Deep within the halls of Lynch’s brain, halls kept clean by an uncontrollable rage that howled through without check, Gibbs’s voice walked around at will, pointing out flaws. An intruder and Lynch had no recourse.

      “You’re broken, boy. You always been broke. But now? Now you’re gonna take me down with you.” Gibbs tapped on his own chest with a finger. “I’m your daddy. Your adopted daddy. I didn’t have to take you but I did. And this isn’t how it works, Peter. Not how it got’damn works. By now I shouldn’t have to wipe your ass. Clean your shit. Sons take care of their father, not the other way round.”

      Gibbs’s voice swelled inside Peter’s ears. Growing hot. Wipe your ass, a phrase Peter had picked up from his father, evidence of his dependency. Memories flashed on his conscious, as a child who’d defecated in his bed, terrified to wake up his new father. Again.

      “But you saw her. You can’t blame me.” Lynch’s voice was pathetic to his own ears.

      “I bet you think she’s lovely.”

      “She is.”

      “You’re right. But they always are until you get through with them, Peter.” The chief didn’t point at the distant plot of land behind the shooting range but he may as well have. Land with sunken spots. “I risk my neck for you one more time, I’m done. Hear me? They’ll know and I’ll be done. Me and your brother, all of us in prison. Covering for you.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “But you won’t stop. You’re sorry but you won’t stop, and that’s why we’re not a family. That’s why I have to hide from my granddaughter,” said the chief. “And it’s different this time.”

      “How?”

      “You got a problem, Peter. A big damn problem.”

      “What’s my problem?”

      “You know your problem. You put a brick through his window.”

      “Daniel Jennings,” said Peter Lynch. Hate kindled. Hate, the true sign of manhood.

      “That’s right. I met Jennings. He knows about you. He’s not a man you can bully or buy or bury.”

      “He’s a teacher. I can deal with a teacher.”

      “Should see the way Daisy looks at him, Peter.”

      “No. No she doesn’t.” His fists clenched. Fire creeping but careful to avoid the voice of Chief Gibbs wherever he roamed.

      “You know his family?” said Gibbs.

      “I know.”

      “Drives you nuts, don’t it. Jennings being from a family of war heroes. And you, fat and slow, couldn’t even make the military as a JAG. He lived it and tossed aside your dream life.”

      Another unwelcome memory, Peter now a man, returning home in shame after failing the MEPS physical. Returning home to a father’s wrath. Lynch flinched away from it.

      Gibbs said, “Jennings is a problem. Stop pissing him off.”

      “He’s nothing compared to me. He…he’s broke. He limps and he was discharged. She doesn’t look at him.”

      His father stuck a finger into Lynch’s face. “Get your mind off her. You forgot what it means to be a man? I need to remind you?”

      “No.”

      “No what?”

      “No, Chief.”

      “You need a haircut. You always need a haircut.” His words were caught short. His face paled and he pressed a hand below his belt.

      “What’s wrong?” said Lynch.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      Gibbs opened his eyes and straightened, unclenching. “Just old. Stay away from Jennings. And stay away from the girl.”

      “I…” said Lynch. “I did. For a year, I stayed away. But she wants me. I can’t anymore.”

      Gibbs snatched the ball cap off his head and struck Peter with it. A stinging blow to his cheek. Lynch wore it, wouldn’t cry. It almost felt nostalgic.

      The police chief pulled the cap on and stepped away.

      The wave of paternal anger rose and quelled. Looking back at him, the little boy he’d adopted who couldn’t help himself, no matter what he tried. The little boy who caught and suffocated squirrels, and who used fish hooks to string up living rabbits by their ears in these mountains, who’d had to learn how to be strong, how to be a man or the world would’ve destroyed him.

      “I know you can’t, son. I know. And that’s why Jennings is a problem.”
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      Daniel Jennings’ phone buzzed during second period Tuesday. He silenced it and waited until lunch to check. He had a voicemail from Kabir Patel.

      Sir, I am willing to talk with you. Face to face. If you are interested come to Richmond this evening. The Fan District at six o’clock. When you get close, you will call me and I will give you the location then. It is necessary for me to take precautions. Let me know if you are coming. When we meet, if you use my name, I will leave.

      Patel spoke with an Indian accent.

      Jennings spent the rest of lunch pacing. Up and down the columns of desks. Benji and another boy toiled silently on their makeup work.

      His pursuit of Peter Lynch felt like a series of point-of-no-return decisions. His chat with Ms. Pierce, the restaurant rendezvous with Craig Lewis, the meeting with Chief Gibbs, each with escalating consequences.

      Now here was another. Drive three hours to meet with the reporter who investigated Lynch. Most likely it wasn’t a setup. Most likely. Three hours there, three hours back, he wouldn’t return until late and he was on dorm duty tonight. He’d need to swap nights with Mr. Hogan.

      Of course he was going. No turning back now.

      It was a foolish fear but he didn’t want to risk a cryptic phone conversation with Benji in the room. So instead of returning the call, he emailed Patel.

      I’ll have to hustle and might be closer to 6:30. But I’m coming.
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        * * *

      

      Jennings bolted after school, forsaking the sign-out sheet. He took Interstate 81 to 64 East in the rented Nissan Altima. During the drive he kept checking his rearview. Like somehow Lynch could read his email and follow him.

      Relax, Dan. Paranoia is an enemy.

      The Fan District is the city’s hub for live music and art galleries and theater. Jennings left Interstate 64 for downtown Richmond and he called Patel.

      “I’m here.”

      “Go to the Curbside Cafe on Hanover. I will be right there.”

      Jennings found a parking spot in front of Red Salon Organics, closed for the evening. The Curbside Cafe was a diner built into an old house, now trendy and eclectic. He stepped out of the chill and requested a table for two.

      “Are you here to meet with a gentleman?” asked the waitress.

      “I am.”

      “He called. There’s a table for you already.” She led him to the back, away from the windows. “What can I start you with?”

      “A coffee, thanks.”

      She brought it and Jennings sipped it for ten minutes, waiting.

      Kabir Patel found me online, looked at my photos. He picked out the restaurant at the last minute to make sure he wasn’t walking into a trap. He watched me arrive, now he’s working up the courage.

      Can’t blame him. I did the same.

      Patel walked in. A short Indian man, thin, a lot of black hair.

      Jennings stood. Made sure not to use his name. “Good evening. Thanks for meeting.”

      “Do you understand this conversation is not happening?”

      “I do.”

      “If I determine you are using a recording device, I will leave.” Patel took off a cheap shoulder satchel and set it on the table. “I apologize for making you drive.”

      “You’re being safe. I get it.”

      The waiter came and Patel ordered coffee and the tuna teriyaki. Jennings asked for a reuben.

      They were alone again and Patel said, “In your note, you mentioned an unnamed source who referred you to me. Was it a young woman?”

      He meant Kelly Carson and he was wary of being recorded.

      “It was a woman in her early twenties,” said Jennings.

      “How is she?”

      “We had a short conversation. She seems…angry. And cautious.”

      “In general terms, tell me why you are here, please.”

      “I want to learn more about a man you investigated. That man is harassing me.”

      Patel held up his hand. “Harassing you?”

      “Yes. I think he’s angry about several things, including a woman.”

      “A woman. Go on.”

      “I suspect he beats his kids. He threatened my job and the job of my colleague. He’s making passes at a friend, the woman. He threw a dead animal through my window and destroyed my truck. And I want to know why the previous investigation has been erased from the internet.”

      Patel reached into his satchel and withdrew four printed pages. He held them up.

      “No photos, please. When you finish, you will return the pages.”

      “Okay. Deal.”

      Patel handed the top two papers to Jennings.

      Here’s the story.

      I was a reporter working for the Roanoke Post when Kelly Carson made her public allegations. There was significant evidence against Peter Lynch. I obtained photographs of Kelly and her mother displaying their bruises and bite marks, and I heard their testimony. The story was heating up until Lynch got the evidence sealed. The mother and the daughter signed agreements to stay quiet in exchange for monthly payments. $10,000 a month each, for the rest of their lives. Those facts should have made the news but they didn’t. I was told to drop the story soon after, but I kept digging. I even hired a private investigator with my own money, looking for dirt. Off the record I was told by producers at local news stations that Peter Lynch is their largest advertiser, buying up commercials and keeping them solvent. The same thing for the newspaper, Lynch was a Godsend. He spends over five million a year on commercials, and the loss would be devastating. He threatened to pull his advertising from any outlet that disparaged him.

      I turned in my story anyway and I told the editors that if they didn’t run the story I would go public with it. I knew I would be fired but the exposé would be big enough that I’d be headhunted into a better position soon after. The next day, Peter Lynch himself barged into my home. He dropped a thick stack of papers onto my kitchen table. A lawsuit. He was prepared to ruin me. Slander, defamation, all of that. Someone had snitched to save the paper.

      Jennings blinked and looked up as the waitress set plates in front of them. He took a bite, wiped his mouth, and kept reading.

      On top of the lawsuit, he listed recent headlines I knew well. Reporters like me losing their jobs and going broke chasing scandals. The message was clear—I would lose and I wouldn’t find help in the legal system. No defense attorney wants to end up like Rob Bilott in the DuPont fiasco. Lynch told me not to get myself killed. Before he left, he unzipped his pants and urinated on my couch. I’m not kidding, he ruined two cushions and he laughed while I watched.

      The next day, two things happened. I got fired from the Roanoke Post. And I got a job offer from the Richmond paper with a bigger salary. On the phone, the woman said, We’d love to have you work with us as long as you don’t bring any baggage. This is a one-time offer.

      I panicked. I had a wife and no job, and here was a big offer, especially in an age where most reporters are being laid off. So I took it. I am ashamed.

      Soon after, all the stories began vanishing from the internet. The local media was protecting their advertising budget. And that is precisely how crime gets covered up.

      Jennings laid down the papers.

      Patel’s food was half gone. Eating quick. He smiled without joy, like a man embarrassed of his scars, and nodded at the papers. “Do you understand?”

      “I do.” Jennings' mouth was dry and he drank the rest of his lukewarm coffee.

      “Don’t mention names out loud.”

      “Got it.”

      “He preys on the weak, like me. His advertisements bring in a constant stream of victims and he never goes to court, settling cases as quickly as he can. He settles them for fifty cents on the dollar, churning through volume. The victims are disabled or poor and they are happy to get some money quickly, and they do not understand their case is worth far more. He hires unscrupulous young attorneys to do the work.”

      “How can he get away with this?”

      “Money and power. And he’s very intelligent.”

      “Do you know his brother?” asked Jennings.

      Patel handed him another paper.

      Peter and Francis Lynch. The private detective I hired dug into them.

      They were orphaned when Peter was five and Francis eight. Thrust into the foster system.

      Their files were TAMPERED with. It’s illegal and it’s maddening. The detective determined they were adopted but the evidence is gone, beginning when Peter was seven. It’s like they didn’t exist for ten years. I suspect their names were changed more than once.

      No school records until they begin college. We contacted references from their law schools and the Lynch brothers are remembered as unusually brilliant and angry. Country boys in a desperate hurry to shake off their past, to become gentlemen. Peter married during law school, quite young, and I was told he jumped at the first woman who showed interest. Francis obviously refused to cooperate with my investigation. I know little about him.

      There was a summary of Peter Lynch’s life starting at college, including his marriages and disbarment, to his recent history with details about large land purchases in north Roanoke County, but Jennings already knew most of it.

      Jennings laid down the paper. Good grief, who could tamper with foster records? Someone who was willing to be bought. Or intimidated.

      Everyone had something to lose if they stood up to him.

      Kelly Carson would lose her financial payments.

      Kabir Patel would lose his job. So would Coach Murray.

      His head still spinning, Jennings picked up the sandwich. Decided he didn’t want it and set it back down.

      “Um.” He pinched at the bridge of his nose and took a breath. Remembered what he was doing. “Do you think he could be a sociopath?”

      “I do not know. His anger issues are well documented.”

      “Do you know anything about Mod…about a podcast?”

      Patel handed him the final paper and the hair along Jennings’ neck raised to press against his collar.

      I had to quit my investigation when I ran out of time and money. In a final act of defiance, I alerted a podcast called Modern Monsters about the Lynch scandal. I could no longer pursue it, but the podcast could because it operated anonymously. Or I thought they did. The podcast producer began doing research, following some of my leads, including Kelly Carson. The final message I received from Modern Monsters was signed by Donald Blair, the producer. He thanked me and said he was meeting with a source, the biggest piece to the whole puzzle and the podcast would be ready soon after. Then nothing. Blair quit responding. I looked him up a month later only to discover he was missing.

      It is my belief that Peter Lynch killed Donald Blair. Or had someone else do it. The ‘source’ was a trap.

      Make no mistake, I’m suggesting murder. There is zero evidence implicating Peter Lynch—believe me, we looked. But it’s not a coincidence. Blair is dead because of Lynch. It’s not the first missing person Lynch could be linked to. We dug deep enough into his time in California to discover he was suspected in the death of a young woman and the disappearance of two more, but nothing came of it. The young woman had been found buried. Her ears were ripped and she had a hook through her mouth. But there was not enough evidence to even charge Lynch, much less convict him.

      Now you know why I live in fear. I half-expect to disappear any moment.

      I will not come forward with this information until Peter Lynch is in custody. I have a baby now, and another on the way.

      You MUST be very careful. There is more going on than I could discover. Lynch has powerful friends I could not find.

      Jennings laid the paper on top of the others. The word murder was screaming at him. A hook through her mouth.

      Patel said, “That is all I will share. Anything else would implicate me. Are you finished?”

      Jennings felt like he was falling. He nodded. “I’m finished.”

      “What is your goal, sir, may I ask?”

      “I’m not positive. I suppose…justice. Safety for my colleagues. Safety for his children.”

      “We do not live in a safe world, I find.” Patel collected the stack. He stuffed them into his bag and he stood. Dropped a twenty beside his empty plate. “Or a just one. A pleasure meeting you, sir. And good luck.”

      Patel walked out.
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      Jennings woke before the sun.

      This morning his alarm clock was the pounding of his heart, an alarm he couldn’t quiet. He stared at the black ceiling, sweating. Within a minute, despite the mental meditative exercises, he was gasping for oxygen. There’d been no nightmare, not that he could recall, but the dead howled between his ears just the same. A malaise of anxiety descended like a fog.

      He knew what came next. Headaches and then nausea.

      Jennings didn’t want to move. He wanted to curl up and wait. The anxiety hurt. But he’d lived with the episodes for a year, knew the enemy required his inaction to thrive.

      He counted backward from ten, out loud, and moved on two. Scrambled for his running prosthesis. His muscles protested and the air stung him. He needed the reassuring weight anchoring his knee.

      “You’re good,” he whispered. “You’re good, you’re good, you’re good. You got this.”

      Clicked on the light. Avoided looking in the mirror. Tugged on a shirt and shorts.

      Don’t think. Don’t think. Don’t think.

      He shoved his right foot into a Nike.

      He flung open the door and ran stiffly from the haunted apartment. Ran from the anxiety. Reached the track, the sky showing a rim of pink to the east. He ran in the thirty-four degree chill, his sweat like ice. One lap, two laps, fighting the earth, he left behind the headache. Three laps, four laps, settling into the gait, he kept pumping and he left behind the nausea. Outrunning the gravel of Afghanistan.

      The ninth lap he walked. Hands on his hips, oxygenating. Ignore the knee throb. Ignore the panic.

      He ran another mile, the farthest total distance he’d gone in two years, the farthest since his third year in the Army, and relief flooded him as the cross-country team arrived, lead by Chad Riddle, the coach. People. They called to him, Mr. Jennings! And he knew he would survive. He walked another lap in the rich company of other humans and it healed him.

      Damn it, he told himself. Damn it, that was a close one.

      He hobbled home, soaked with sweat and dew. His apartment held no terror, the ghosts exorcised. He left the front door open, just in case, and he started the coffee.
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        * * *

      

      Jennings left his classroom door open too during his planning period. He welcomed the voices and laughter of students and faculty.

      He had upcoming weeks with no lessons prepared and the empty planner gaped at him. A void he couldn’t fill with his mind elsewhere.

      Dean Gordon had emailed Jennings as he brainstormed.

      Mr. Jennings,

      I called Haley Toyota. Your truck will be good as new next week. And the window to your apartment arrives tomorrow. Things are looking up.

      Let me know how I can help. My job is to make yours easier.

      -Gordon

      Jennings drummed his fingers on his desk, considering.

      His panic attack had been brought on by Peter Lynch, at least in part. The monster he suspected of physical abuse, sexual abuse, intimidation, bribery, and a host of other crimes might also be a murderer. Ripped ears and a hook through her mouth.

      What did Jennings do now?

      What could Jennings do now?

      The police had nothing to go on. No evidence, no testimony. Standing up to him was nearly impossible. His victims got paid off. The teachers could lose their jobs, the newspaper would fold, the reporters got fired or killed, Chief Gibbs had nothing…nothing, there was nothing Jennings could do.

      But he couldn’t just close his eyes and make Lynch go away.

      He needed more allies.

      At the final bell, his mind was made. He walked out of Ol’ Monty with the flood of boys, the juniors and seniors running for their sports lockers—the football championship was two days away and Coach Murray was back at practice. Jennings circumnavigated the quad and reached James House, the admin building.

      Dean Gordon should be told. Maybe the man couldn’t help, but the more people who knew the better.

      The upper school’s secretary, on the phone, smiled brightly at him and waved with her finger. Jennings always got the one-finger wave. The two guidance counselors were busy in their offices, as was Ms. Nancy, the dean’s personal assistant. Jennings walked to the back, to Gordon’s office.

      The door was cracked. Jennings raised a hand to knock and Peter Lynch laughed from within.

      An unmistakable sound. Lynch’s voice neutered and mild, like the commercials, speaking softly to the dean. Jennings jerked his fist away as if scalded.

      The enemy was already in the gates! Jennings wrestled down the fear. Lynch was probably here about Benji, not him. Here about any number of other things.

      Lynch doesn’t know I went to the police. He doesn’t know I went to Richmond. Relax, Dan, relax, you’re good.

      Jennings left the James House, moving fast. Straight across the quad, ignoring friendly greetings, back to his classroom, to his home turf.

      He was developing paranoia. He knew it.

      Lynch laughing in Gordon’s office didn’t mean the dean was associated with his crimes. Nor did it mean the dean was hopelessly within Lynch’s pocket. Jennings kept telling himself that, trying to inculcate some rationality.

      Lynch wasn’t God. He wasn’t omnipotent, he wasn’t omniscient. He wasn’t even the devil. He was a man.

      It frightened Jennings, the awareness he might be more obsessed with Lynch than Lynch was with him.

      Someone was speaking. That thought rattled around his skull before landing.

      “Mr. Jennings? Hellooo?” A girl at the door.

      Jennings stood. Winced. “Daisy? Excuse me, Ms. Hathaway.”

      “Daisy. You’re sweating.”

      He pushed fingers through his hair, came away damp. Faked a grin. “Long day.”

      “You always stand, Mr. Jennings, around me.”

      “That’s just good breeding, is all.” Inwardly he cursed. Wished he wouldn’t say stupid crap to her.

      She smiled. “Good breeding and good manners. I like it. The world as it should be.”

      “We’re trying to have a civilization, aren’t we?”

      “Good point. You’re quoting a famous historian?”

      “Jerry Seinfeld.”

      She laughed at that, and clutched her books to her chest. “I was only curious about your truck.”

      “My truck?”

      “The one vandalized? Remember?”

      “Right. It should be ready next week. Good as new.” He wiped his forehead.

      “Are you sure you’re okay, Mr. Jennings? You’re flushed.”

      Well, I’m lonely and you’re wearing the short red skirt, what’d you expect, Daisy Hathaway.

      He cleared his throat. “I’m fine. I’m stressed about lesson plans, that’s it.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m about to run out. I mean, I have the textbooks, but I’m near the end of what I planned.”

      She glanced to her room and back. Said, “I…”

      “Yeah?”

      “I have an idea. A great idea.”

      “Those are my favorite kind, Ms. Hathaway.”

      “Daisy. I have Reggie’s lesson plans in my room.”

      “The history teacher from last year?”

      “Some of his boxes were moved across the hall when he left. I’ve been using them to integrate English and history.”

      “Can I peek?”

      “That’s my great idea. We’ll go through it together. What about…tonight?” She looked at the toes of her booties, hair falling in front of her face. “I have a master’s in education. Which means I should be good at this, technically, though it doesn’t always feel that way. I can help with your lessons. At a coffee shop?”

      Jennings took a deep breath but came away without enough oxygen. At a coffee shop. His anxiety arrived without stark fear, like this morning, but rather a thrill, like cresting the first hill of a rollercoaster.

      “Mr. Jennings?”

      “Dan,” he said.

      “Does that work, Daniel? You already have plans, I bet.”

      Most people didn’t use his full name. Just Hathaway and Peter Lynch. The mouth made the difference between a blessing and a curse.

      “No, I can— I can do that.”

      “How about seven,” she said.

      “I’ll pick you up?”

      “Why not? It’s a date.”

      He nodded and he swallowed.

      “And relax, Daniel, not a real date. Just a teacher date.”

      He listened to her walk away, the heels of her booties clicking.

      Who was scarier, Peter Lynch or Daisy Hathaway?

      At the moment, Jennings sweating and weak in the knees, it was a toss up.
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      Hathaway berated herself the entire drive home. Asking him out? How’d that happen? The words just tumbled. She heard herself mention the coffee shop and then she called it a date.

      I’ll pick you up. Why not?

      She was engaged, that’s why not!

      Or she had been—it was months since Byron had considered a ceremony, she knew. But that was irrelevant. She had to cancel with Mr. Jennings.

      With Daniel.

      Traveling with him on Monday had felt like cheating. With any other colleague, it would’ve been a simple trip. But everything with Daniel Jennings felt like cheating.

      She walked inside and set her laptop on the counter. She had to look him up and cancel this instant. A text message, not an email, to ensure he received it.

      “I’m home.” She said it out of habit and obligation, but she didn’t say it loudly.

      She found ‘Jennings, Daniel’ in the school directory. His cell number. Just having his name and face on her screen felt inappropriate. What if Byron saw?

      No. Byron wouldn’t care. Or notice. Or even come upstairs except for food. She turned toward the basement door. The quiet basement door. Was he even here?

      She found a note on the fridge pinned by a magnet.

      Out with friends. Back later.

      Out where? With who? Back when? She didn’t warrant an explanation? Or invitation?

      She crumbled the note and threw it away.

      “I’m engaged to a teenager.” She muttered it. Leaned forward over the counter, resting on her palms. “He’s twenty-seven but he’s still a teenager. And somehow I became his parent.”

      It was true. An awful revelation. So disgusting she turned her face from the trashcan.

      I go to work, come home to feed the boy playing video games all day, and he takes off leaving me to worry.

      A mother. I’m his MOTHER!

      A low point in her life. The nadir of an engagement. She knew without looking that Byron’d accomplished nothing today. Made no money. Took no step in his career. No step toward his goals. Or his health. Or their future.

      It was only a note on the fridge. But it also felt like a nail in their coffin. Daisy Hathaway was engaged. Her fiancé was not.

      She slammed the laptop closed. Walked out of the kitchen, booties clicking.

      An hour later she returned. Scribbled her own note.

      Out with a friend. Back later.

      The note had started out neat. By the final word, she was writing in irked slashes.

      Daniel wasn’t due yet but she grabbed her bag and fled the house. Outside she breathed freer, the air crisp. She felt like she’d walked into a clearing after a dark hike.
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      It wasn’t a date but Jennings took a shower and put on his good Levi’s. One spray of Polo Black, only enough for her to detect in the car or if she got close. And if she got that close, well, then, it was her fault. He wiped his palms at the thought. He plucked Daisy Hathaway off her curb at seven and drove to Mill Mountain Coffee, and he tried to calm down.

      The coffee shop was as it should be—high ceilings, tile floors, wooden tables, wrought iron chairs, the menu written in chalk on blackboards.

      Hathaway claimed the biggest workspace and unloaded her bag, and Jennings ordered two coffees. He came back with the hot mugs and set his backpack in the adjacent chair. Unpacked his planner, a textbook, a laptop, and a binder of supplemental materials. She reached for his planner and flipped it open.

      “Wow.” She browsed. “I’m impressed.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “This is thorough. And precise. Most teachers aren’t.”

      “I want to do it well,” he said.

      “Even the dreaded SOL objectives. Your handwriting is perfect, Daniel.”

      “My mom insisted, growing up.”

      “What was your undergrad GPA?”

      “I was a salutatorian. One of fifty.”

      “You rat. You made better grades than me.”

      “Obviously.”

      She laughed and when she did she spilled her coffee onto the table. He stood faster than she did.

      “I got it.”

      “No, it’s okay,” she said but he’d already reached the napkins.

      They mopped it together and threw the sodden mess away. He picked up her empty mug.

      “Daniel, thank you, I’ll get it.” Their fingers brushed as the mug transferred and he nearly fumbled it. His nervous tension was a naked truth open to both of them.

      At the counter she requested a refill and decided it was absurd to keep pretending. Absurd and impossible.

      Hathaway set the full mug on their table. Reached across and took his hand. Squeezed it and let go.

      “Let’s get something out of the way,” she said.

      “Okay.”

      “You’re terrified of me.”

      Jennings grinned. A rupture of sheer panic and then the pressure released.

      “I wouldn’t say terrified.”

      “The manners, the ma’am, the Ms. Hathaway?” she said.

      “You’re the clumsy one spilling her coffee.”

      “I know, but…Daniel.”

      “Terrified is the wrong word.”

      “What’s the right one?” she said.

      “I’m deliberate and cautious.”

      “Should I be flattered? I think I am. You’re this big strong man who can’t talk around me.”

      “I’m not great with girls.”

      “I’ve seen you talk to others easily.”

      “That’s because, ah, you’re Teddy Roosevelt.”

      “I’m what?” she said.

      “Wow, that sounded bad.”

      “It did.”

      “I like history and there are a lot of presidents. But the 26th, Teddy, is my favorite. By a long shot. I’d be starstruck around him. Like I am around you.”

      “That’s an unusual explanation, Daniel. A first for me.”

      “Being starstruck is a compliment. My opinion of you is higher than of your peers.”

      “Okay.” She smiled at him, the smile of a girl who knew the boy had a crush and she wouldn’t pretend otherwise. “Thank you, Daniel.”

      “It’ll pass. I’m still acclimating after the Army and the military hospital. Not everything is dirt and crude jokes now. There are girls who smell nice.”

      “You didn’t date in the Army?”

      “Like I said, that wasn’t my world.”

      “I’m glad we’re friends, Daniel. Even if I make you nervous.”

      The word friends felt forced. Like she wasn’t sure if either would believe it.

      He said, “Should we get to work?”

      She slid back his planner. “One last thing. Would you like some advice?”

      “Sure.”

      “I love the gentleman act you do. I’m into it. Most guys don’t try, but they should. However, you need to mix in some naughty.” She grinned at his expression. “What I mean is, be a gentleman who’s obviously thinking risqué thoughts. That combination will be irresistible.”

      “My, my, Daisy.”

      She sat up, remembering something. Pushed her hair back. “This advice is for use on other women. Not on me.”

      “Because you’re engaged.”

      “That’s…that’s right. I thought you’d forgotten.”

      “You wore an engagement ring when I first met you,” he said.

      The unspoken fact that she’d stopped wearing it hummed in the air.

      “I should more often, I suppose.” She extracted her planner. Flipped it open. Pursed her lips and closed it again. “Were you always like this, Daniel?”

      “Starstruck?”

      “Nervous around girls. You shouldn’t be. The boys and the other men stare and watch you like you’re the first real man they’ve ever seen,” she said.

      “I’m fine with who I am, mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      “I don’t know, I’m still figuring it out.”

      “Your confidence is shot,” she said.

      “It’ll grow back.”

      “The trauma you went through messed up more than your leg,” she said.

      “Correct.”

      “Of course it did, I should know that. That’s why you think you have to earn your place. Here’s a crass question—with your military family, is the war wound a badge of honor?”

      “Yes. But it’s tricky.”

      “Do you mind talking about this, Daniel?”

      Ask me anything, Daisy.

      Think risqué thoughts.

      “No, I don’t mind.”

      “Why is your family tricky?” she said.

      “It was a good family. Still is, though my dad died. I didn’t fit in, a house full of real men, but I was the child of my mother.”

      “When did your dad die?”

      “Three years ago.”

      “Were you close?” she said.

      “A close as we could be. He and my brother wanted to watch Glory or Blackhawk Down but I liked comedies. I’d rather read than shoot skeet. Sports instead of hunting. They never said anything but I felt the disappointment. That’s why I like the Academy. No one is disappointed and I’m not disappointed with myself.”

      She leaned back in her chair, nodding. “Disappointment with one’s self. That’s a new feeling for me. But a persistent one. Our histories are exactly opposite, Daniel.”

      “How so?”

      “You went through life feeling like you did it wrong. You felt you were disappointing people along the way. Well I did life exactly correct. I was popular, pretty, perfect in high school and college. I was told so every day. I didn’t drink until I was 21, for heaven’s sake. And now…disappointment.”

      “What’s to be disappointed with?”

      “Oh boy, don’t get me started.”

      “I got time,” he said.

      “You wouldn’t enjoy it. That’s a rant better saved for a second teacher date, not the first.”

      “I want the rant, Daisy.”

      “I think about this when I can’t sleep, Daniel, and here’s what I think. I think our parents took a first look at their darling pink newborns and it was unbearable knowing life would be difficult. So they spent money and time crafting a perfect world. An ideal childhood, where we could learn to always make the perfect choices. That way life wouldn’t be quite so hellish on their children. That’s where I went—I strolled that perfect path, humming and picking flowers, and I even accepted a marriage proposal from the correct man, because I should.”

      “But you followed the yellow brick road…”

      “And there’s no emerald city,” said Hathaway. “There really isn’t, Daniel. There’s only more road. My road was largely free of potholes but…but I’m questioning everything. Everything, the very premise of American fabric.”

      “I had these thoughts too, when I couldn’t sleep, lying in a hospital bed.”

      Her smile held no joy. “Your disillusionment is one year more mature than mine.”

      “We’re a mess.”

      “We are.” She leaned forward to squeeze his hand. “And you, poor guy, thought life would get better but you ran straight into the biggest, hairiest jerk imaginable.”

      “Let’s not mention names.” Jennings’ hand tingled. He nodded backward at the patrons behind him. “His name is well known.”

      “We’ll call him the hairy jerk. It suits him.” She winked.

      “It’s so strange. He’s this monster who doesn’t even pretend that he’s not a monster, and everyone ignores that he hurts people.”

      “Do you believe in fate, Daniel? Like you were brought to our school for a reason? To deal with him?”

      “I don’t believe in fate. Or I don’t think I do.”

      “What about God?”

      “Yes. But if he brought me to the school for a reason, does that mean he’s responsible for blowing off my leg?”

      “I hope not. I think he’s nicer than that.” Hathaway smiled and closed her eyes and shook her head, like triggering a reset. “Goodness, how did we get on this? We’ve only been here ten minutes.”

      “You started it, talking about how hot and sad you are.”

      She laughed, so pure that the college students behind them smiled at the sound.

      Outside the coffee shop, beyond the warm glow, sitting in the dark cab of his restored 1970 Ford Mustang Mach 1, a car that rarely came out of his garage, Peter Lynch watched Daisy Hathaway smile and laugh. She reached across the table to touch the arm of Daniel Jennings again, and Lynch screamed curses like he had Tourette’s—the sound audible outside his cab.

      Lynch ground his teeth and his gums bled immediately. His bruxism was severe enough that his lower gums had begun to recede and he was on his third set of molar veneers. He squeezed the steering wheel and pressed against it, shoulders forced back into his seat. Powerful muscles bunching. The wheel would’ve bent in his newer cars.

      Blinding rage thundered between his ears. A fish hook dangling from the keyring shivered.

      In high school, and even into his late thirties, he would’ve stormed the coffee shop and beaten Jennings with an iron chair. Not one person would’ve or could’ve stopped him. He’d done it before, beaten someone, watching himself as if from a distance, sometimes with an audience. First the audience would pretend it wasn’t happening and then that it wasn’t their place to get involved. Eventually they’d hurry out, bravely calling 911 as they fled. A rapturous godlike emotion, breaking a human body and the onlookers too in awe to stop it.

      People were cowards. But they had camera phones now.

      Experience had taught him. Pain had taught him. Police would eventually show in force, even a day later at his house. Society would discover his rage and quit giving him business and money even though he beat the charges.

      Society had a new bargaining chip now—they would take away his daughter. And that mattered. The first thing other than hate that had ever mattered.

      For his daughter he could quell the volcano, delay the eruption.

      Lynch forced his hands to release the wheel—fingers had gripped tight enough to leave skin behind—and a trickle of blood dribbled down his chin. He started the engine

      Lynch didn’t know it at the time but two other men sat nearby, watching Daisy and Daniel through the coffee shop’s big windows. They were inside an unmarked Dodge police cruiser, in the Buffalo Wild Wings lot near the exit.

      Leaving, Lynch laid down a rubber slick with his tires. Too much horsepower, too much rage. He lost control, jumped the curb, bulldozed through a shrub patch, and snapped the wooden sign post before getting his foot off the pedal.

      The two officers watched the angry red brake lights turn onto Starkey, and they shared a glance—hopefully no one witnessed that.

      They didn’t pursue the 1970 Ford Mustang.

      They waited.
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      Jennings loaded their school supplies into the Altima’s trunk and they left the coffee shop.

      The air inside the rental felt electric. A seismic shift had occurred in their relationship, unseen forces crashing and producing energy.

      His admission:

      My opinion of you is higher than of other women.

      Hers:

      Think risqué thoughts, Daniel, you’ll be irresistible.

      Not professions of love but something higher than platonic compliments.

      Now what? Jennings didn’t know. He wouldn’t pursue a woman engaged to another man. And he didn’t think she’d offer. Tantalizing silence stretched.

      Behind them, blue police lights flared to life. He hadn’t noticed the trailing car.

      “Are we speeding?”

      “No.” Jennings signaled a turn and aimed for the Jiffy Lube, closed for the evening. They were less than a mile from Mill Mountain Coffee. “And this is a rental, so it can’t be the registration.”

      He braked in the vacant lot and shifted into park, the door locks auto-disengaging. The cruiser stopped catty-corner behind, blocking escape. Blue lights blasted his vision in the mirror.

      Jennings got his wallet. “This makes no sense.”

      “Maybe you rolled through a light?”

      He buzzed down the window. Cold snuck in and they heard footsteps.

      Officer Hudson put one hand on the top of the Altima and one hand on his belt, and he leaned down, limned in bright light.

      “Evening. License and registration please.” His breath carried a faint tang of whisky.

      Jennings had his driver’s license ready. Hathaway fished out paperwork from the glove compartment.

      “It’s a rental, officer. I assume the registration and inspection are fine,” he said.

      The license and registration were placed on top of the car after he verified the name Daniel Grant Jennings.

      “You know why I pulled you over, Mr. Jennings?”

      “I don’t.” In the sideview, Jennings watched the second officer take a position behind the first, not on the passenger side. A trickle of fear crept down his spine like a centipede.

      “I got a call on the radio and we’re checking it out. No big deal, Mr. Jennings. Hop outside and chat with us.”

      “What was the call?”

      “I’ll explain.” Officer Hudson moved back and indicated Jennings open the door. “Come on up, bud.”

      “Am I suspected of a crime?”

      “Step out of your vehicle.”

      Hathaway leaned down and forward so she could look Officer Hudson in the face. “You need a valid reason to pull us over, Officer. Otherwise it’s his right to remain in the car.”

      “He was speeding, ma’am.”

      “No I wasn’t and you said this was about a radio call.”

      “Mr. Jennings, this is a standard traffic stop and there’s no need for defiance. Am I hearing defiance?” said Hudson.

      “Why do I need to get out of the car for a traffic stop?”

      “Because I’m asking nicely.”

      Hathaway whispered, “Something’s wrong, Daniel. Don’t get out.”

      He said, “I wasn’t speeding, sir. Is it something else?”

      “I got a call that the driver of this car was speeding and might be intoxicated,” said Hudson.

      “We left a coffee shop sixty-seconds ago. Can’t be us. You got the wrong car.”

      “You’re probably right, Mr. Jennings. Come out and pass a standard sobriety test and be on your way.”

      “All due respect, Officer, my driving was perfect and I’m not taking that test.”

      “That, bud, ain’t within your rights.”

      “Yes it is. You have no reason to suspect me. I’ll submit to a blood test at the station.” Surrounded by other witnesses.

      “Something you’re hiding in there, Jennings?”

      “Not a thing.”

      “Sir. Get out the car. Now.”

      Hathaway’s voice began to shake. “No, he’s staying.”

      Hudson took a half step back. Jennings saw it about to happen. Saw the minute details of everything sharpen like under a magnifying glass—Hudson tensing, Hathaway fumbling in her bag, the other cop growing in the sideview.

      Corrupt cops.

      Jennings went for the locks. The second cop got the handle first. Jennings grabbing at the door and it swung wide open. Hathaway screaming. Hudson came in and wrapped muscular arms around Jennings’ neck as he tried to drop the car into gear. The shifting lever refusing to budge because the brake pedal wasn’t pressed.

      Jennings was dragged out by his head. He tried to get his feet under him but the prosthesis felt like an anchor. Hudson reeking of sweat. A sudden fist to Jennings’ gut doubled him over. A solid body shot, bruising organs, and Jennings tasted vomit.

      “NO! Stop it! Let him go!”

      The second cop maneuvered behind and put Jennings into a rear choke. Jennings was bent backwards and his windpipe pinched shut. Hudson hit him in the side at the floating ribs. The electric blue lights disoriented him, felt like pain.

      “Daniel!”

      Hudson leaned close to whisper.

      “Mother fucker, consider this a friendly warning. Let the thing with Lynch go. Follow that shit? Nod if you understand me.”

      Jennings’ oxygen supply was too low to dwell on shock. He strained against the powerful arm around his throat. Coughed, “Lynch?”

      “I won’t say it again, bud.”

      “Lynch sent you?”

      “I sent myself. Some friendly advice, Jennings? You ain’t the first poor jackass to regret bowing up against him. You get it? That’s as polite as I’m gonna be.”

      “Let him GO! Please!”

      Jennings couldn’t recall a single thing he’d ever learned from combat training. Between his ears there was only flailing panic. But his body remembered, instincts taking over. He brought his right knee up hard—Hudson was close and the knee was a battering ram to his testicles.

      Hudson felt the eruption of pain from kneecaps to navel. His legs gave out like he’d tripped and the subitaneous nausea drenched him in sweat before he landed on his side.

      Jennings brought his head back, catching the other officer in the nose. The man’s septal cartilage broke and the impact rang his skull.

      “Stop it! I’m recording this!”

      The officer released and sweet oxygen inflated Jennings’ lungs. The man fell into him and they toppled. Landed awkwardly on the pavement in the nook of the open door, Jennings underneath him.

      Blood from the officer’s nose smeared onto Jennings’ shirt. He slammed Jennings’ head into the blacktop with his forearm. Jennings experienced the pain in the back of his throat, like swallowing copper. Jennings struck back with his elbow, not his fist, catching the nameless officer in the eye socket.

      The officer howled like a child and raised up—his left eye wouldn’t open until next Wednesday. One hand fumbling for his pistol, the other holding his face.

      “Stop it! I’m recording this! We’re live. We’re LIVE on Facebook!”

      Hathaway’s tone took on a new note of meaning. Enough to penetrate the adrenalin myopia. The officer above Jennings looked at her, his face wrecked.

      Hathaway’s phone was pointed at them, the little LCD bulb on the camera bright and shining like a searchlight.

      “That’s right. This is live. We’re live on Facebook.” Her voice quavered with fear. “I’m broadcasting and people are watching you, Officer, right now. We have nine viewers so far. Ten. Twelve! This is Daisy Hathaway and we were just pulled over by two Roanoke County police officers. They pulled Daniel Jennings from the car without provocation and started hitting him.”

      The officer above Jennings had already slunk out of view, wary of his career being in the spotlight. Hathaway half crawled onto the driver’s seat, trying to follow.

      “If you’re watching this, please send help to the…to the Jiffy Lube on…where are we, we’re on 419. We’re the victims of police brutality. Twenty-five viewers so far, Officer Asshole!”

      The officer with the wrecked face had retreated back to the bright squad car, afraid of exposure. Hudson was crawling on his knees.

      The sudden comedown of the fight left Jennings queasy and raw. The loudest sound was the humming of car engines. He shifted the socket of the prosthesis on his left knee and climbed to his feet, his abdomen protesting.

      “Daniel! Are you okay? Speak to me. Let’s go!”

      “One sec.” Wobbling. He squeezed his eyes against the throb in his head. Got his license and registration and tossed them into the car. Walked to Hudson and fought down the warm impulse to slam the man’s face into the blacktop and gravel. Instead he nudged the cop with his left shoe. “You’re off duty, Hudson. Aren’t you. No car cameras, no body cam, no radio.”

      Hudson, on all fours, didn’t answer. Pain still radiated from his crotch and he was drooling.

      “We got you on camera, Hudson. I got your partner’s blood on my shirt too. You show up again, you’ll be in front of a magistrate quick. So back down. That’s as polite as I’m gonna be. Besides, you suck at this.” He pushed harder with his foot and Hudson had to shift his hands or fall. “Tell Lynch you failed.”

      Jennings returned to the car. Ducked in, wincing, closed the car door. Dropped into gear.
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      Lying in his bed that night, Jennings watched the video again on his phone. It started as he was being hit and it ended a mile from Jiffy Lube when Hathaway remembered to press stop.

      Hudson was never visible. The other officer (Jennings didn’t see his name tag) was a grainy blur in poor lighting. There was a moment as Hathaway shouted, “This is live! We’re live on Facebook,” that his face was partially visible over the car seat. It wasn’t enough, though. Jennings paused it and slowly worked through the frames but the image would only be good for eliminating suspects, not for conclusively identifying one.

      Earlier, sitting in the car outside Hathaway’s house, she shot him a coy smile. “I lied about Facebook. We weren’t broadcasting. I…I was scared, Daniel, and panicking and I couldn’t make it work fast enough. So I faked it.”

      “You saved the day, Daisy.” He grinned despite the adrenaline tremors wearing off. They were both shaking. “Although I think I had them.”

      Hathaway smiled back, relief bonding them closer like glue. “You totally did, Daniel. There were TWO of them and they ambushed us, but you were amazing.”

      She insisted he come inside to have his injuries examined but he declined. He was feeling jumpy and violent, not fit for company, so he came home and popped Tylenol and two benzodiazepines—Xanax. Jennings had managed to stay off SSRI medication, instead working through depression with cognitive behavioral therapy and exercise. But he found short-term anti-anxieties useful for spot treatment.

      Jennings clicked off the phone and set it on the bed beside him. The medicine was settling in, smoothing his edges. Even so, he laid his arm across his face and cried into it.

      A good, healing cry. He’d grown to like them.
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      The next morning, Thursday, he was woken not by his alarm clock, which he forgot to set, or by nightmares but a knocking at his door. He’d slept in—thirty minutes before class began.

      Hathaway stepped inside, carrying Starbucks and a bulging grocery bag. “I brought you get-well supplies.”

      It was a cold day. Her blue turtleneck reached her chin and she wore slacks, thankfully—otherwise seeing her in his apartment would’ve been unbearable.

      Think risqué thoughts?

      Not wearing a robe in the morning with a woman already engaged. And his abs hurt.

      He eyed the to-go cups. “Praise the Lord. And you. I accept.”

      “Did you sleep?”

      “You didn’t?” He sipped the coffee black.

      “Barely. It took me hours. I was upset.” Hathaway unpacked the grocery bag. “I brought you a bagel and breakfast sandwich from Starbucks. A muffin and apples from Kroger, plus a refillable ice bag, Ibuprofen, Aspirin, and Neosporin.”

      “Thanks, Daisy. I didn’t get you anything.”

      “I…” Her voice cracked and she took a deep breath, shaking her hands at her side. She stared at a spot over his head. “I was worried about you. I’m sure you’ve been through scarier situations. But I haven’t.”

      He set the coffee down. “I get it.”

      “And helping you helps me, somehow. I needed to do this.”

      Neither planned it but they were hugging. Two people who’d survived something awful taking comfort from the only person qualified to give it. His chin above her head, her arms careful not to squeeze his ribs.

      Hathaway felt him shiver and knew she was letting herself get too close. Knew he was lonely and this wasn’t fair to him. But she didn’t let go either. He smelled clean.

      “Are we really not taking that video to the police?” she said.

      “The video isn’t as good as those cops think, so let’s not tip our hand. If we press the issue they’ll retaliate by charging me with assaulting an officer. I’m okay calling a truce.”

      She opened her eyes. “Daniel, is that a rifle case in the corner?”

      “Shotgun. Not loaded. I need to move the bag under the bed.”

      Hathaway didn’t let go until they heard sounds outside, the maintenance crew arriving with Jennings’ new window. She left so he could change but his scent remained with her.
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      Peter Lynch’s daily car was a Jaguar F-Type, purchased without a test drive. In April he’d told the concierge salesman he wanted the fastest and the most expensive sports car he could purchase in the next hour, and fifty-nine minutes later he had it. He’d been pulled over eleven times since and never issued a ticket—no officer wanted the hassle of appearing in court and fighting for his or her reputation over a speeding violation. Lynch’s vindictiveness was legend.

      He piloted the Jaguar to Valley Academy’s campus ten minutes before class let out, parking at a spot designated for him by a bronze plaque. He used the spot once or twice a month but his space was closer than the Head of School’s, and the faculty was forced to walk by it every day. Which was the point.

      Last year he’d ordered the middle school’s secretary’s Subaru towed when he found it in his spot. She worked for Roanoke City Schools now.

      He got out and examined himself in the Jaguar’s window. Nodded at his reflection and walked toward Daisy Hathaway’s classroom, feeling taller the closer he got.

      The bell rang as he reached Old Montgomery Hall and students recognized him. After all, he was everywhere.

      Mr. Lynch, let’s sue my science teacher!

      Fight for justice!

      Mr. Lynch! You help because you’re concerned!

      His commercials were quoted at him often, a necessary aggravation—the advertisements grossed his law offices six million a year. He shot the boys with his finger and a wink.

      Angela Pierce, the Director for Upper School, intercepted him before he reached the classroom of Daisy Hathaway.

      “Mr. Lynch.” Pierce’s face was white, the cowardly little pissant. “You arrived quickly.”

      “Time is money, Angela. For some of us.”

      She made an attempt at getting in his way but backpedaled. “I haven’t alerted Ms. Hathaway about your conference yet.”

      “No need. Scurry off to attend the pivotal and pressing matters waiting for an assistant principal after the students are gone.”

      She backed into the wall with a bump. “I’ll sit in on your conference, if that’s okay. One sec while I grab my planner.”

      “No.”

      “Is something wrong, Mr. Lynch?”

      “Not yet, Angela. I was in a good mood until you started panting.”

      “Sir—”

      A wave of anger roiled over him.

      In his mind, he saw a riot of collages. Saw himself choking Daisy Hathaway after she admitted she loved the new history teacher. The scene shifted, a different outcome, and she didn’t love the history teacher and she was undressing for Lynch, long legs, green lingerie matching her steady gaze. He saw them grow old together, her devotion unflagging. He saw a prostitute with Daisy’s face waiting to be paid, afraid to speak. He saw his daughter tossing petals at the wedding. He saw himself hitting Daisy because he loved her and she wouldn’t flinch because she loved him back.

      He saw other faces, women he’d married too quickly, other women who had flinched, soft women unlike Daisy, he saw flopping rabbits strung up by their ears, he saw his brother’s broken mouth, his father angry, he saw himself standing with a shovel.

      “Mr. Lynch?”

      He returned, warmer now. He dabbed at his forehead with the sleeve of his Tom Ford suit—only the best for the lonely and lovely.

      He smiled, the big teeth off-putting. Pathetic how easy fools were reassured with a smile.

      “Good bye, Angela.”

      She made a choking sound as Lynch let himself into the classroom.

      A memory, him receiving Daisy’s CV and the attached photograph, several years ago. He’d insisted she be hired for the upcoming school year.

      Daisy was even more striking than her photograph and his knees weakened in her classroom. She was surprised to see him. Her eyebrows arched and her chin raised.

      He gave a good leer. Though women were too simple to admit it, they wanted to be ogled by their superiors. Needed the approval. They were drawn like a dog in heat to money and power, and he had them in spades.

      “Mr. Lynch,” she said.

      “Ms. Hathaway. A moment of your time.”

      He closed the door. The glass pane rattled in the frame, Angela Pierce still visible through it.

      In the same room with Daisy now and he found the oxygen thinner. She’d dressed in slacks and a turtleneck with a thin cable knit design. The turtleneck was snug across her breasts. He thought she might be a C cup—he’d researched her measurements online but was frustrated by the dearth of information. Her hair was up in a ponytail.

      “Do you need to discuss Benji, Mr. Lynch? He has a B at the moment, honestly earned.”

      “Right now we’re talking about us, not Benji.”

      “Us?”

      “Yes, Ms. Hathaway. Your shirt’s new, isn’t it.”

      Daisy glanced at her watch. “I have an English department meeting in five minutes. Perhaps you can walk with me and tell me what you need.”

      “What I need.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re excused from the English department meeting, Ms. Hathaway. Say the word and I’ll fire them all.”

      “Mr. Lynch—”

      “Call me Peter.”

      “Mr. Lynch—”

      “English is a remarkable language, Ms. Hathaway, isn’t it. Did you know we have far more words than other modern languages?”

      “I did not know that.”

      “It’s true. English has a melting pot ancestry. England has Celtic roots but the land was invaded by Norse speaking Vikings, and also by the Germans and the French, each depositing their own words. And don’t forget the Roman Empire imparting Latin. All those influences generated our language. Thus the synonyms.”

      “Fascinating, Mr. Lynch. I’ll include that in my lessons.”

      “Take horny for example, Ms. Hathaway.”

      Her expression flattened. “Horny.”

      His thigh muscles fluttered hearing her use the word.

      “Yes, how many synonyms can you name for horny?”

      “I’d rather not play this game.”

      “Titillated. Aroused. Stimulated. Lewd.”

      “Mr. Lynch—”

      “Prurient, that’s a good one.”

      “How about lecherous? It connotes an offense.”

      “I prefer lust, Ms. Hathaway.”

      “Maybe depraved. Is that a synonym?”

      “Do you dabble in the depraved?”

      “I do not accept this conversation, Mr. Lynch. It’s objectionable and I’d like to leave.”

      “Oh we’re just having fun. There’s no harm in mild porneia.”

      “I need to go. Now,” she said.

      She said it but made no move toward the door. She said it but didn’t mean it. Yearning for him to be more aggressive. She’d quit wearing her engagement ring; he noticed months ago. Took it off for him.

      Lynch came to the middle of the room.

      “Let’s chat.” He lowered himself into a student desk and indicated she sit with him.

      “I have a meeting.”

      “I need your help with a school function, Ms. Hathaway.”

      “Is that so.”

      “The Academy’s holiday gala is a significant soirée. A can’t-miss event, compared to the flops of other schools. Each year I reserve the lavish Hunting Hills ballroom for the party. I’m the host.”

      “Yes, I always attend,” she said.

      “For this year’s holiday party, I’m changing the venue to my own home. I’m inviting you to be my co-host. Or hostess. You will help me plan.”

      “Thank you for the offer, Mr. Lynch—”

      “Remember when it used to be a Christmas party? Before the losers changed the facts. Include us, we need to be included.”

      “Thank you for the offer, Mr. Lynch, but I decline.”

      “Oh come now, don’t be shy. I could use a hand. I could use your hand.” He smiled and a small gurgle of laughter escaped his teeth.

      “I’m afraid I can’t.”

      “I’m afraid I insist.”

      Hidden under his hair, Lynch’s ears twitched. He heard the door unlock and swing open. His face darkened and he twisted in the chair, ready to skewer whoever dared—

      Daniel Jennings stood in the doorway.

      “I’m late for the meeting?” He pushed the door wide and propped it open, ruining the intimate atmosphere.

      The key remained in the lock. Lynch recognized the dangling lanyard—it’d been circling Angela Pierce’s neck a moment ago. The insipid slut ran to Daniel Jennings and gave him her key and asked him to check on Ms. Hathaway’s conference.

      Fire crept through the hallways of Lynch’s mind, spaces clean and fragrant with Daisy Hathaway now turning ugly.

      “Hello Daniel. Still moving with the limp, I see.”

      “Let’s race at the track, Mr. Lynch. See if you can beat a guy who limps.”

      “This meeting is private, Dan.”

      “He can stay, I don’t mind.”

      Jennings said, “Thanks, I’ll stick around.”

      “No, Daniel. You’ll be a good boy and do as you’re told. Leave.”

      Jennings walked into the room. Sat in a student desk.

      “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      Hathaway said, “Mr. Lynch was telling me about all the synonyms for horny in the English language. Including porneia.”

      “Porneia,” said Jennings.

      “Daniel, I’m sure, is very familiar with the root word. Miserable handicapped men often are,” said Lynch.

      “Just as I’m sure you’re familiar with aischrologia, Mr. Lynch. And biaios.”

      Lynch was breathing through his open mouth; the movement rattled his airways, constricted with anger. There was a slight pause in the rattle.

      “You’re pronouncing them wrong, Daniel, but I’m impressed,” he said.

      “And, worst of all, phoneuó.”

      “If I was familiar with phoneuó, believe me, you’d know,” said Lynch.

      “Like last night?”

      All the lines and wrinkles in Lynch’s face vanished. His hairline rose up his skull a fraction, like his scalp had tightened. “Last night?”

      “Yes, Mr. Lynch, last night.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “What the hell happened last night, Daniel?”

      Lynch’s confusion was so profound and genuine that no one would accuse him of acting. He was off kilter, angry at his lack of control. Jennings’ understanding of ancient languages had thrown him. What’s more, the little twat accused him of being arrogant, violent, and murderous. A hell of an insinuation from a pathetic teacher, a man whose salary he subsidized. Their simmering feud was ratcheting up a notch. In front of Daisy Hathaway.

      Lynch smacked his hand on the table. “Daniel. Answer me when I speak. What about last night?”

      “Nothing.” Jennings shifted in the chair, also confused. Like a man struggling through cognitive dissonance. “Nothing, I was mistaken. Forget I mentioned anything happened last night.”

      “I told you to make friends with the general. Not toy with him. A good sergeant knows when to salute.”

      “If I see a general, I will. Do you know the insignia of an Army general, Mr. Lynch?”

      “A star, but the number depends on whether he’s a Brigadier, Major, Lieutenant, or four-star. I read a fact, Daniel, I know it forever. Our minds are not equivalent.”

      Jennings’ turn to be impressed. “You’re a student of the Army? Why didn’t you join up as a JAG?”

      Lynch heard his father’s voice as if he were standing in the room—Drives you nuts, don’t it. Jennings being from a family of war heroes. And you, fat and slow, couldn’t even make the military as a JAG.

      Lynch’s teeth ground so loudly that Hathaway and Jennings heard the noise but they couldn’t identify it. Lynch tasted blood. “Only nobodies chase glory over cash, Daniel. I had better things to do.”

      “I get it, those rifles are heavy. Too bad, you could have been my superior officer.”

      “I am your superior.” He turned away from Jennings. “Certainly you noted Daniel’s limp, Ms. Hathaway.”

      “I don’t find it noticeable.”

      “Didn’t he tell you about the injury?”

      “I haven’t asked,” she said.

      “The story’s juicy.”

      “If Daniel wants to tell me sometime, I’d be happy to listen. To him.”

      “Here’s the short version, Ms. Hathaway. His foot was blown off by friendly fire.”

      Her fingers, drumming on her desk, stilled.

      “Dismaying, isn’t it. I see your pity,” said Lynch.

      Her voice sounded small. “That’s not pity, it’s compassion. I honor our veterans.”

      “It happened outside Darzab, Ms. Hathaway. A skirmish between Taliban and ISIS. Officially the American forces weren’t involved. But if you pull on a few unofficial levers you see Daniel was there, the Green Berets on loan. You see, the skirmish was over and Daniel survived intact, until he didn’t. He and his small detachment were returning. Something went wrong and his own friends launched a salvo at him.”

      As Lynch spoke, he watched the color drain from Jennings’ face and he found it exquisite.

      Jennings cleared his throat. “That’s true.”

      “Of course is it. I don’t lie.”

      “An Apache got jumpy. We took a volley of hellfire. No fun.”

      “Daniel the medic survived but the others didn’t. A medic not worth his epsom powder, apparently. Did you know, Ms. Hathaway, that the Jennings family tree has an odd shape? They produce only boy babies. No girls. It’s real, look it up. For generations, not a girl has been birthed. A bizarre genetic trait, isn’t it, the men providing no X chromosomes.”

      Hathaway appeared dizzy. Overwhelmed and weak. Lynch pressed his advantage.

      “Within Daniel’s kin, the boys join the military. Every single male. Yet Daniel is the first to be discharged due to friendly fire.” Lynch felt dizzy too but his was from intoxicating mirth, delighting in the sheen of perspiration on their faces. It felt so good. He closed his lips and sucked the taste of blood from his teeth. Swallowed. “I wonder, Daniel, sometimes at night when you’re lying in bed awake, sweating from the PTSD, from the existential angst and sexual frustration, do you question whether your friends shot you on purpose?”

      “That’s enough,” snapped Hathaway.

      “I bet you wish the hellfire had consumed you. I wish that sometimes, about myself. What a high.”

      “Mr. Lynch, it’s time for you to go.”

      “Is it?” Lynch made a show of looking at his watch. “For you, I’ve got all the time. But perhaps you’re right—this conversation would be better over drinks.”

      A knock at the door. Another intruder and Lynch rolled his eyes. These teachers with nothing to do other than mingle and chat.

      It was Coach Murray. Whistle around his neck.

      “Hey,” he said. “I been looking for you, Jennings.”

      Lynch stood. Tugged his shirt and jacket into place.

      “You have practice now, Coach Murray. Or did you get yourself fired already?”

      “Nah, championship game is tomorrow, Lynch. I was wondering if Jennings wanted to address the team. Give us that Green Beret perseverance speech. Ms. Hathaway, you want to come too?”

      It was a lie. Lynch’s animal instincts were keen on fear and he sensed it from Murray. Fear and some defiance. The man kept his eyes locked on Lynch, like a good football coach, but was breathing heavily—he’d run here.

      Sent by Angela Pierce, more backup. All of these fools trying to slow him down.

      Lynch’s vision began to turn red and cloudy at the edges, a dangerous sign. When he died, it would be from a heart attack.

      “You cowards. Absolute cowards…” He closed his mouth before blood trickled out. His gums throbbed with his pulse. A long pause and he swallowed. “I’m leaving. You boys hold each other and run back to Ms. Pierce and everyone have a good cry. Maybe your periods are in sync, I wouldn’t be surprised.”

      Lynch went for the door, moving like an angry hippopotamus, heavy, shaking his head. Murray gave way, backing toward Jennings’ desk.

      Near the bookshelves, Lynch caught sight of novels waiting to be taught, neatly stacked. He took one.

      “Catcher in the Rye. Read this one, Daniel? It’s about a pissant little boy trying everything to be happy and nothing works. Maybe you can relate.” Lynch threw the book in a soft frisbee-toss and it landed on the floor next to Jennings.

      “What about this one, Daniel, The Invisible Man. Do you feel unseen? What a coincidence, you were just invited for a speech. Too bad you can’t live up to your name.” Lynch threw that book too, harder, and stoic Jennings caught it.

      “Mr. Lynch, please leave,” said Hathaway.

      “Oooh, this one, Daniel, The Right Stuff. You and Chuck Yeager, losers who never got picked.” This novel was in hardback and he flung it. The cover opened like an airplane’s flaps and veered it off course. The book landed on Ms. Hathaway’s deck and knocked a picture frame to the floor. The glass shattered.

      “Hey, easy now, Lynch,” shouted Murray.

      “Next, To Kill a Mockingbird! What’s the matter, Daniel, losing your innocence and faith in mankind? There’s NO Atticus Finch to save you!” Lynch threw the book and missed Jennings, who’d stood. The book hit the wall and the binding broke and the pages scattered like a shot pigeon.

      “Lynch!”

      “Maybe Moby Dick! Think you can handle your white whale, Sergeant fucking NOBODY!” Lynch howled the insult. The novel, heavy, four hundred pages, was a fastball at Jennings’ head and he ducked, slipping. Instead of hitting him, the book connected with the electric pencil sharpener across the room. Batteries and wooden shavings erupted as a mini grenade.

      Lynch was gone before they could recover. He frothed crimson into his jacket sleeve, held to his mouth. He hoped Jennings would come after him. He hoped the grunt would hop hop hop this way and get his back broken. There was no question who’d win a contest of brute strength.

      But Daisy Hathaway couldn’t see him like this. Not like this, Mr. Hyde peeking through the curtains, grinning and mad.

      Lynch had enough self-awareness to know it better to wait. She would be worth the effort.
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        * * *

      

      Jennings’ pulse hadn’t risen. He’d used the antagonism to force focus and he’d deal with the anger and fear later.

      Hathaway lowered unsteadily into her teacher’s chair.

      “Jesus,” said Coach Murray. “I mean Jesus help us.”

      Jennings let the book he’d caught, The Invisible Man, drop onto the desk.

      “I’m ready,” he said, “to deal with this.”
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      Lynch called his office manager to cancel the rest of his appointments that day. When Jerry balked, Lynch threatened the man’s job and hung up.

      He drove home but didn’t park at the homestead. Instead he braked hard where the blacktop ended at his new barn, still under construction. Workers had left for the day, the worthless immigrants.

      He flung his jacket into the trees. Enough blood had trickled down his beard to ruin the white shirt but he kept it on against the November chill. He stalked through the pine and naked oak to a little clearing he’d created himself with sweat and an ax. The clearing was dotted with stumps and great stacks of split logs, piled as high as his head. Two oaks were felled and ready for limbing.

      Multiple black walnut trees surrounded the clearing. Towering and straight, they were worth as much as ten thousand dollars each, prized for furniture and gun stocks. Lynch was eager to chop the walnut down and burn them in his fireplaces. He might invite some Amish master craftsmen over to watch the valuable resources reduce to ash for no reason other than his pleasure. If black walnut was valuable then that’s what he wanted heating his house and the furniture artisans could go to hell.

      By now his daughter would be home, driven by her Homer. But he couldn’t see her yet. Not like this.

      Lynch rolled up his sleeves and foisted a heavy section of oak onto his chopping stump. He had a new ax but preferred the old maul, thirty-six inches, felling size, bigger than most men used to split wood. But he wasn’t most men.

      He hefted the maul and busted the wood in half. Spit out blood. Picked up the two pieces and split them too. Left the maul buried and quivering in the chopping stump and hoisted another big section of oak trunk beside it.

      Lynch fell into a rhythm that soon relieved pressure on his gums and his mind. He’d been forced to chop wood as a child. He’d despised it. Now, though he disliked manual labor and disliked getting dirty, it was an exercise that kept him sane. It was part of him. This and digging. Purgative violence, opening the flues of his mental smokestack. Sometimes he could do neither so he pressed the fish hook on his keychain into his thumb and the pain was good. A fish hook like the ones he used as a hungry child, desperate to catch food.

      He wanted to chop Daniel Jennings into pieces but he couldn’t yet so he projected onto the wood. He imagined the man’s skull breaking open instead of the wet lumber. A spine cracking, not the log. Daniel Jennings’ bones splintering, his fingers scattering across the ground, not oak slivers.

      He hated that they both wanted Daisy Hathaway.

      He hated that they were both younger siblings.

      He hated they both lived in the shadow of a brother who’d taken the more respected route.

      Screamed at the similarities.

      Hated that his own brother kept him at a distance. Hated himself for wishing he and Francis were closer—that decision often wasn’t the younger brother’s to make, and he hated that too.

      The muscles in his powerful back and long arms bunching and releasing like pistons, his body a grotesque machine, and he filled the forest with echoes of his exertion.

      Dusk settled into the forest like a depression and he finished chopping an hour later. Some of his callouses were cracked but overall he felt refreshed. Some hard-won freedom from the hate.

      He needed to dig a deep hole in the field beyond the trees, where he knew the black earth was soft and free of rock for at least ten feet. Deeper the better, but those holes required eight hours of work with a Bobcat and shovel, so maybe tomorrow.

      Homer Caldwell, his full-time help and the Giant Mongoloid, had been drawn by the noises. He waited outside the clearing and when he saw Lynch finish he filled a wheelbarrow with firewood for their seasoning shed. They didn’t speak to one another. Lynch stared at the dark field for several minutes before walking toward his Jaguar, dripping sweat. Caldwell watched him go, like a dog eager to please.

      Lynch went in through the backdoor to avoid his daughter and he locked himself into the master bathroom. A room without mirrors—Lynch hated a lot of things and one was the sight of himself naked. He didn’t have hypertrichosis; he’d been tested as a teenager. The physician had said it was simple bad luck to be born the hairiest son of a bitch he’d ever seen.

      It wasn’t until Lynch started to undress that he realized he still held the splitting maul in his left hand. He’d driven the car without noticing. He forced his fingers to release the haft and he dropped it in the corner, its sharp toe chipping the marble tile.
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        * * *

      

      Coach Murray sat next to his wife on the couch. Last Chance U played on the television but neither watched. She was bent over a pair of khaki pants and she worked on the hem. Jamal would never stop growing, it seemed, but she liked the chore and she hummed to herself.

      Murray’s laptop sat open on his thighs and a forgotten notepad on the couch’s armrest. He had intended to study video of Fishburne Military’s last game for the championship tomorrow. FMS was a powerhouse this year and privately he thought he’d be lucky to lose by only two touchdowns. The Academy had far and away exceeded his expectations but their luck was about to run out. Murray was a pragmatic man and he understood the odds.

      He should be watching the video. But he wasn’t.

      Instead, he was watching books fly at Jennings’ face in Hathaway’s classroom.

      Instead, he was listening to Jennings’ calm resolve to do something.

      Instead, he was already wondering what he’d do when Lynch fired him for losing the game. Wondering how he’d tell his wife.

      He should be worrying about Fishburne Military. Instead, he was wondering if he could find a way to defeat Lynch, the more dangerous opponent.
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        * * *

      

      Daisy Hathaway sat in her kitchen, listening to music. Her laptop was open too; no emails tonight, though she kept hoping. An empty wine glass rested beside the keyboard. She wasn’t crying. But if her anxiety deepened further, the dam would break.

      In the basement Byron Horton played video games with a friend, and they shouted at the television loud enough to be irritating despite the closed door.

      She called to her Amazon Echo, “Alexa, turn up the volume.”

      The speaker complied. The music was an old song of Byron’s.

      She wrinkled her nose at the speaker. Enough of that.

      “Alexa, play…The Postal Service.”

      Music from her youth. A song came on and whisked her backward in time to early adolescence. A song about kissing Clark Gable that she’d sung a dozen times with her eyes closed tight in her bedroom, back when that was possible.

      I want so badly to believe

      That there is truth, that love is real

      And I want life in every word

      To the extent that it’s absurd

      I know you’re wise beyond your years

      But do you ever get the fear

      That your perfect verse is just a lie

      You tell yourself to help you get by.

      Hathaway moved her lips with the words. The lyrics had passed through some refraction and sounded different now. The vast gulf between herself as a teenager and herself almost thirty, the thought of Peter Lynch leering at her, books soaring like rockets but the administration was already hiding, the cold loneliness, and suddenly life was too heavy and the dam broke and she fled to her bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel Jennings’ laptop was also open. He slumped at his desk, late, researching Peter Lynch but learning little. The man was a ghost.

      Jennings’ prosthesis was still attached, though it was an irritant sitting. It felt alien but it was better than nothing.

      Do you ever wonder if they shot you on purpose?

      Jennings had wondered that. He knew it wasn’t true, but at the moment he didn’t trust himself to lay down and think about it.

      That afternoon he’d sent an email to Dean Gordon.

      Mr. Gordon,

      We need to inform you of an incident that took place in Ms. Hathaway’s classroom after school. Peter Lynch arrived unannounced to talk with Ms. Hathaway about hosting the holiday banquet. When Coach Murray and I stepped into the room, Mr. Lynch became irate. He cursed and threw her novels and left. His language toward her was inappropriate and his behavior bordered on abuse.

      If it happens again, we will be alerting the school board of trustees and maybe the police.

      I trust you will help us enforce the civility and safety our school deserves.

      Daniel Jennings

      Daisy Hathaway

      Coach Murray

      

      That evening, Jennings received Gordon’s reply.

      Mr. Jennings,

      Thank you for notifying me. Parent/teacher conferences can get heated. I’ll keep your email on file. Please let me know if you have another meeting with him and I’ll sit in.

      -Gordon

      

      Garbage. Pathetic and cowardly garbage from the school’s dean, a man in need of Lynch’s millions. More and more Jennings realized he’d get no help from the school.

      The dorm had been silent for two hours but there could be no sleep for him. He clicked and skimmed until his eyes burned. His head and ribs ached from the police brutality, and his stress was a motor winding him up.

      At one in the morning, yawning and irritated, he switched tactics. He quit searching Peter Lynch. Instead he typed in Francis Lynch.

      His browser filled with articles and photographs. Francis was popular with the local paper and with the news stations. Just like with Peter, however, there seemed to be little personal information.

      Jennings clicked until finding a photo of Francis’ investiture ceremony. Much of the bar had come out to witness his oath of office—local defenders, Salem prosecutors, and two other judges. Plus his wife. Francis, tall and stately, looked like a Transylvanian vampire wearing his robe, his black hairline forming a widow’s peak.

      Peter Lynch wasn’t in the photograph.

      Jennings surfed away but came back a minute later.

      Something from the photo whispered at him. Look at me, look closer. He recognized many of the faces, movers and shakers around Roanoke. The photo was taken ten years ago. He found the newspaper article attached to the photo, written by Kabir Patel. Patel helpfully included the names of some faces…

      That was it. Jennings latched onto a name. Buck Gibbs.

      Gibbs was the man he’d met at the police station, the chief. In the photo he was listed as Detective Buck Gibbs. Jennings hadn’t recognized him because he still had hair.

      Jennings leaned forward and enlarged the photograph.

      Why did this bother him? Surely it wasn’t that unusual for a police detective to attend a judge’s swearing-in ceremony. He scanned the list again. Salem’s sheriff was there too.

      Jennings stared until the photograph went blurry, until the figures disintegrated into grainy pixels. Stared until his eyes closed, the photograph printed into his vision.

      Look at me, look at me closer.
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      Jennings returned from the track the next morning, sweating and blowing steam, to find a man standing at his door.

      Jennings’ defenses dropped into place. His head still ached from the police assault, and the man before him looked like law enforcement. Tall and broad, though he dressed better than a cop. “Help you?”

      The man kept his distance, hands in his jacket pockets. “Sorry for the surprise. My name’s Mackenzie August. We have a mutual friend who expressed some concern for you, and he asked me to check in.”

      “Who’s our mutual friend?” said Jennings.

      “Kabir Patel.”

      Oh. “The reporter.”

      “That’s him.”

      “What’s he worried about?” said Jennings.

      “Believes you’re in danger.”

      Without thinking about it, Jennings’ hand rose to the bruise on the back of his skull. “How do you know Kabir?”

      “He hired me to help him with an investigation, few years ago. Yesterday he called, worried you’ll get yourself killed. He says you’re looking into the same man I was.”

      The alarm in Jennings’ chest began to lessen. “You’re the private detective he worked with.”

      The man nodded. “You got time for coffee?”
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        * * *

      

      Jennings showered and dressed, and August brewed a pot of coffee in the kitchen. Both men drank it black.

      Jennings had thirty minutes before first bell. He thought August looked strong and competent, a little like the guy who played Mad Max in a recent movie.

      He said, “I didn’t know private detectives were a real thing.”

      “We are few. Only five in Roanoke and we mostly hire out to lawyers.”

      “What do you do?”

      “Stuff people don’t want to do, or can’t. Stuff cops can’t do. Sometimes, as is the case with Peter Lynch, we don’t get good results.”

      “What results did you want?” said Jennings.

      “To provide irrefutable evidence of the truth.”

      “What truth?”

      “That Lynch is a criminal. And worse, a killer.”

      August had said the exact words Jennings wanted to hear. “He is. I see it, it’s all there.”

      “A lot of us see it. But can you prove it?”

      “I’m working on that.”

      The man drank some coffee and set the mug down. “I got advice for you. Don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t work on it,” said August.

      “Why the hell not?”

      “You’ll get killed. From what I saw in California, he’ll string you up like a fish or burn you alive.”

      “Jeez, August.”

      Hook in her mouth.

      “That’s how at least two of his alleged victims went out.”

      “I’m not worried about that.”

      “You’re an impressive looking guy, Jennings. The most impressive I’ll see all day. But you should be worried. Lynch is a murderer. You aren’t.”

      “You know he’s a murderer?”

      “I know. So did a couple homicide detectives in California. But we couldn’t scrape together enough evidence to make the district attorneys twitch. We’re professionals, paid to do this, and we struck out.”

      “The man should be in jail,” said Jennings.

      “Absolutely. Yet he’s not. What’s that tell you?”

      “You didn’t look hard enough.”

      “That’s not it. Trust me, I’m great at this.”

      “Then why—”

      “Because he’s great at this too. That’s the whole deal. He’s good at hurting people and not getting caught. Tell me what you know,” said August.

      “He hits his kids.”

      “Can you prove it?”

      “Not yet. I know he beat his wives.”

      “But you can’t prove it.”

      “He’s corrupt. And I think he killed a podcaster recently,” said Jennings, his neck reddening.

      “Maybe, maybe not, Jennings, but you can’t prove it. So unless you plan on cold blooded murder, you’re stuck.”

      “If you came to piss me off, it worked.”

      “Listen.” August released a sigh and he nodded at Jennings’ prosthetic. “You’re military, right?”

      “I was.”

      “Looks like you ran against some overwhelming firepower.”

      “Sure.”

      “It’s not fair, is it.”

      Hell no it’s not fair.

      “What’s that have to do with Lynch?” said Jennings.

      “Because you’re in the same situation as when you lost your foot. You’re in a bad spot and outgunned. You keep going, you’ll get hurt again. That’s not fair but that’s the way it is. You ask me, he’s not worth your life.”

      “Who says I’m outgunned?”

      August finished his coffee. He got up and poured more. Jennings had forgotten his.

      “I say you are. And I’m on your side. I see your special forces tattoo, but all those muscles and combat training don’t matter right now.”

      “Against an overweight attorney they do.”

      “It’s not just you versus him,” said August. “Here’s the story. A few years ago, Kabir hired me for two weeks with the same concerns you have. I gave him sixty hours, twice. Worked my ass off. But then he was out of money, so I gave him another week on the house. I liked the guy and business was slow. We still couldn’t prove much, especially if Kabir wanted to keep his new journalism job in Richmond. So he gave up. But I didn’t. I kept going. And I found out something that I decided not to tell Kabir.”

      “Why not?”

      “You met Kabir?” said August.

      “I did.”

      “Where?”

      “A restaurant in Richmond.”

      “Was he paranoid?”

      Jennings nodded. “Very.”

      “He made you drive to Richmond and call him for the name of the restaurant? Was he worried he’d be recorded? Worried someone would kill him?”

      “Yep.”

      “Kabir went all-in on the story. Drained his finances. Drove people nuts. Lost his job. Had to move. Years later he’s still paranoid. Lynch didn’t kill Kabir but he wrecked him. Make sense? I didn’t want to make it worse for the guy. You’re not careful, the same thing could happen to you.”

      “Tell me what you found out.”

      “You know who Buck Gibbs is? The chief of police?”

      Jennings flashed back to the police station, the day his truck was vandalized.

      “I know him,” said Jennings.

      “That’s Peter Lynch’s daddy.”

      Blood rushed loud in Jennings’ ears. “No chance!”

      “It’s true. I confirmed it.”

      “Gibbs is Peter Lynch’s father?”

      “Step-father or something like that. It’s a legend that everyone’s forgotten about. I stumbled across it. Goes like this. The Lynch boys get orphaned when they were little. Peter and Francis. Kicked around the foster system a couple years. A new cop named Buck Gibbs, barely out of high school, finds them. The boys were one of those awful cases we see, the kids technically in foster care but realistically on their own, malnourished and beaten, living in a flea-infested trailer with no floor. Gibbs takes them home and raises them in the mountains. That’s the legend, and I had two old-timers swear it’s true.”

      “How does no one know?”

      “It’s unofficial. It’s nowhere on paper. They pretended it didn’t happen and so did the courts. I think it was a temporary arrangement that stuck. They don’t act like family, though, so everyone forgot. I’ve been inside Gibbs’ office. No pictures of them. Ask him if he’s got kids and he says no.”

      Jennings’ mind returned to the photograph he’d been staring at last night. The pixels snapped into focus. Buck Gibbs wasn’t standing with the sheriff or the attorneys. Gibbs was standing with Francis’ wife.

      Like he was family.

      That’s what bothered him as he fell asleep.

      “Who knows?” he said.

      “You and me. Some old guys. The sheriff of Roanoke City, but she doesn’t care. Being family isn’t illegal.”

      “How could Gibbs take children and nobody notice?”

      “Foster care forty years ago, Jennings. It was an underfunded disaster. They didn’t have the internet and cell phones tracking parents. Even today, there are children in Appalachia the system doesn’t know about. The social workers were relieved a cop was involved and their case load got lighter. I think he forged school paperwork in Craig County.”

      “Why…” Jennings head swam and he stopped to regroup. “Why would Gibbs keep it a secret?”

      “I don’t know. He might’ve been doing the right thing but it bit him. Maybe Peter is such a train wreck that he could collapse Chief Gibbs’ reputation and career. You’d have to ask Gibbs.”

      “Wish I’d known this before I met with Gibbs.”

      “About what?”

      “I told him the case against Lynch should be reopened.”

      “Oh hell, Jennings.”

      “Everyone’s terrified of Lynch so I went straight to the top.” Jennings made another connection and it nearly knocked him over. “And two days after I met with Gibbs, two cops pulled me over and threatened to kill me if I didn’t back off. I assumed Lynch had done it. But maybe it was Gibbs.”

      August cursed and drank some coffee.

      Then, “Who pulled you over?”

      “Guy named Hudson.”

      “I coulda guessed that. Listen, Jennings.” August set his empty mug into the sink. “This world we live in, it isn’t fair. And this is one of those times. Gibbs has been doing this forever, longer than you’ve been alive. He’s the chief of police and he’s old and powerful and his cops love him. One of his son’s a judge and the other’s a rich lawyer, and so they get to do what they want. Their family is a forgotten secret and I bet they’ll fight like hell to keep it that way. All Gibbs has to do is ask one of the cops in his good ol’ boy club to mess you up and they will, no question asked.”

      “He’s a murderer! He beats his kids! I won’t do nothing.”

      “You were in the military, Jennings. There’s something called a tactical retreat.”

      “You mean close my eyes and pretend he isn’t hurting people.”

      “I mean, don’t die. You’re no good to anybody buried. The wheels of justice grind slow.”

      Jennings held up his hands, like, What’s that mean?

      “It’s a misquote of Wadsworth—the mill of God grinds slow but grinds exceedingly fine. If God grinds slow, then you do too. Means you get up tomorrow and you do your best and you don’t die. You grind it out and eventually Lynch makes a mistake.”

      “I don’t have a lot of time. Lynch is after a fellow instructor at the school.”

      “After her?”

      “Pursuing her. Wants to marry her. If he’s a killer and I can’t go to the police about it…what do you expect me to do?”

      “For one thing, don’t let them get married. He only hurts women who can’t complain. And remember, you’re no good to her dead.”

      Jennings scrubbed a hand through his hair and made a growling sound. “We’re not solving anything and I have class.”

      “Before you do anything…aggressive, run it by me. You get hard evidence or wild ideas, let’s look at it together.”

      Jennings provided no answer other than a grunt.
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        * * *

      

      At his car, Mackenzie August paused to look at the school grounds. There was a chance his young son would attend Valley Academy one day.

      But not if Peter Lynch still terrorized the place. The man was in the business of ruining beautiful things. He was already rattling Daniel Jennings, that was obvious. The boy was so young and the injustice ate at him, a trait August liked but might prove fatal.

      He wondered what would break first. Jennings’ sense of duty, or Lynch, or Jennings himself.
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      Friday. Breakfast at Waffle House on the far side of Salem.

      Francis Lynch arrived first in a black Acura. Police Chief Buck Gibbs parked beside him in a Ford Ranger, his personal vehicle.

      “Don’t know why you make us eat here.” Gibbs slammed the truck door.

      “Because of your proclivity for grease. And it’s outside your jurisdiction so we won’t be pestered.”

      “Seems like you always eat nice except with me, Judge.”

      “Think of it as nostalgia. We ate eggs every day growing up.” Francis got the door.

      “Eggs are cheap.”

      “Halcyon days.”

      They selected a booth in the back, away from the windows and closer to the clatter of the griddle. Francis ordered an omelette and coffee, Gibbs the biscuits and gravy combo with coffee and OJ. Neither recognized their waitress, a woman who’d been in front of the men twice for crystal meth charges. She’d been treated fairly, she thought, and wouldn’t contaminate their food as she did some cops.

      Gibbs sipped his coffee black. “Hear from Peter?”

      “I always do when he’s excited.”

      “What’d he tell you about?”

      “The new girl,” said Francis.

      “Daisy something.”

      “And the teacher, Daniel Jennings.”

      Gibbs grinned without humor into his mug. “His name you know.”

      “Peter mentioned him twice and then I happened to meet him by chance. Peter and his desperate need for a foil.”

      The heavy frown crevice between Gibbs’ eyebrows deepened. “The hell is a foil?”

      “A reference to literature. A character to contrast the hero. What I really mean is, Peter retains his pathetic need to pick some alpha male to prove himself against,” said Francis.

      “An alpha male with one leg.”

      “Still. You know how Peter is with his devotion to the myth.”

      “The myth?”

      “That his biological father was a war hero. That his genetics are more than trailer trash. That’s why dashing Daniel irks him so much,” said Francis.

      “I gotta piss. I’m always pissing.” Gibbs labored out from the booth.

      “When was your last prostate exam?”

      “My first will be after I’m dead, that’s a promise. Not all of us enjoy other men—”

      “Yes yes, Chief, go piss.”

      Gibbs went. Came back two minutes later. Sat and said, “I didn’t tell you—Jennings came to see me.”

      “In what role?”

      “He doesn’t know I’m Peter’s daddy, if that’s what you mean. He knows Peter’s harassing him and he said he wanted the Kelly Carson case reopened.”

      Francis sniffed at the dramatic irony. “Poor Jennings went to the wrong man.”

      The waitress brought their food, clunking the heavy plates, and she poured more coffee.

      “Poor Jennings is trying to deep-six our family.”

      “No, just Peter. Clearly he doesn’t know Peter’s makeshift parentage.”

      “Makeshift? You know why we ate eggs every day and fished and hunted for our food? We were broke,” said Gibbs. “I was nineteen, working at the jail, and I didn’t have to raise you boys.”

      “I beg your pardon.” Francis raised his mug in a pseudo toast. “Ingratitude is an ugly thing. I simply meant that his mother and father aren’t the mythical war heroes he wishes.”

      “Well I didn’t do so bad, did I, Judge.”

      “Perhaps we should turn our attention to safer topics.” Francis picked up his fork.

      They ate in silence a moment, absorbed in memories of a two-bedroom cabin and the surrounding trees which rang with laughter and screams. Of the stream they fished and the animals they caught.

      Gibbs slurped his coffee and set the mug down too hard. “My grandson is nearly grown and I have little to do with his life.”

      “When Ethan was six, you suggested I beat him with a phonebook,” said Francis. “You offered to show me how.”

      “He broke a window.”

      “He raked leaves as recompense. That was one of your methods that I find constructive.”

      Gibbs snorted some air from his nose. “The phonebook worked on you, didn’t it.”

      “We were beaten senseless.”

      “It helped you.”

      “You taught us to hit when we’re mad. If Peter hadn’t learned that, perhaps he wouldn’t have beaten me with a pipe.”

      “My boys. I got one son bleeding from the mouth and the other drools, both in their forties. Me, the proud papa.” A loud sip of coffee. “The phone book helped you. Not so sure about Peter.”

      “I won’t aid him anymore, Chief.”

      “Told you, he’s got a new girl. Prettiest one yet.”

      “I won’t even attend the wedding, though we both know she won’t survive that long.”

      Gibbs leaned back. Pressed one hand to his hip, the other across the top of the booth. “It gets worse. The girl Daisy, she’s sweet on Jennings.”

      “Oh my.”

      “Why’re you smiling? It’s not funny.”

      “Everyone enjoys a love triangle, Chief.”

      “Grow up.”

      “It’s true. Someone’s bound to be left out. You’re sure, about Daisy?”

      “She didn’t say it, but I could see it. It’s a triangle your brother isn’t welcome in.”

      “He rarely is,” said Francis.

      “He’ll kill her if he finds out.”

      “I agree. But, as I said, I won’t help him.”

      A statement heavy with memory. Francis and Gibbs had been helping Peter since middle school. Intervening with angry teachers had been simple enough, but as Peter’s sins grew, so did the required coverup. Ten years ago, Gibbs had flown to California without a suitcase and returned the next day—on the return flight, he’d noticed blood in the links of his watchband and tossed the thing into the lavatory trashcan. A recent summer, Francis had purchased a shovel and gloves and spent a sweltering night digging alongside his brother. Francis fretted his DNA was at the bottom, because he’d vomited into the pit as they tossed in reeking bags.

      Gibbs said, “If we don’t, he’ll get caught.”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky.” Francis sipped his coffee without sound. “Maybe he’ll get killed.”
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      Valley Academy met Fishburne Military that night in Lynchburg, a neutral field. The Academy dressed twenty-two; they’d lost four players to injury last week. Fishburne dressed forty-one, many bound for college, including two blue chips.

      All of Coach Murray’s ingenuity and crafty plays were buried in the mud by pumping knees and churning cleats. The Crusaders were trampled and demoralized by halftime and there was no relief in the third and fourth quarter. Benji played poorly.

      Final score, 51-17. Fishburne fans rampaged onto the field to celebrate their state championship.

      Craig Lewis joined Jennings at the cold rail as the Academy Crusaders filed for the locker room. They both had eyes only for Coach Murray. His team had surpassed all reasonable goals. His head should be held high.

      And it was. But not in triumph. Murray looked like a man marching defiantly for the headsman’s ax.

      Lewis and Jennings were two of the last to leave the stadium. Neither spoke but their despair and anger was communicated. Murray’s feud with Benji’s father was not a secret and the faculty knew Lynch wanted him gone. Lewis and Jennings felt Murray’s plight more acutely than most.

      Lewis’ words crackled in the air from their last meeting.

      I wish someone would kill Peter Lynch.
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      Chief of Police Buck Gibbs parked his cruiser at the general practitioner’s office on Peters Creek Road. He suffered a checkup once every five years; he saw no point in greater frequency. Unless something fell off, he didn’t need a doctor.

      Gibbs had lied to his son, when he said he’d never allow Dr. Warner to perform a prostate exam. He’d been pissing blood since the summer and his bones ached enough to keep him awake at night, and that’s why he’d made the urgent appointment on a Saturday. Inside the office, he assumed the position, and afterward Dr. Warner immediately ushered him to the lab for blood work.

      Ninety minutes later he emerged from the office. He’d walked in for a checkup but teetered out with a death sentence.

      Dr. Warner said there was hope but Gibbs saw it in the man’s face—treatment should’ve started years ago. This late in the game, the cancer had metastasized to the lymph nodes and bones. He needed to undergo imaging, biopsies, hormone therapy, radiation, pain medication…the bastard even mentioned a support group at First Baptist Church. Like hell would he go to a support group.

      Gibbs sat in his cruiser and let his own mortality crash through. He couldn’t catch his breath, eternity sitting on his chest. As all the years he thought he’d have were slipping through his quivering fingers.

      $86,500. Gibbs had looked it up recently. It was time for him to retire and he would be collecting $86,500 every year until he died. He had assumed he had at least twenty good ones left. And now.

      And now.

      Looking back on it days later, he found that moment of grief and shock in the driver’s seat telling. His mind didn’t dwell on Ann or Junior or Benjamin or Ethan, his grandchildren. Nor on missing important events in the coming years.

      Instead he settled on Francis’ face as they talked over Peter and his ability to break things. Francis had a life, a career, a family, and he had some control over it. He looked happy and content, except when it came to his brother. His brother, who they’d spent a lifetime protecting. Cleaning up his shit.

      But now, sweating in the car with the windows cracked in late November, Gibbs understood Peter was out of time. He’d always assumed his boy would get his life together one of these days; he’d grow up and become the man Gibbs demanded. A parent keeps hoping.

      Francis saw the truth—that wasn’t going to happen. There was no sudden leap of maturity on the horizon. No sanity riding over the hill.

      Especially not with Peter fixated on this new girl. And the new girl fixated on a man like Daniel Jennings.

      But did it matter? Did anything matter anymore? Gibbs would be gone soon, free from the responsibility.

      Panic rose in his chest again. Facing the unknown. Facing The End.

      He’d be gone. Gone gone.

      But Francis wouldn’t. Francis would be left to deal with Peter. Peter who threatened to burn down Francis’ carefully constructed life. Peter who would tarnish his legacy. Peter who’d angered a Green Beret.

      That’d be a fate worse than death—leaving this earth knowing both his boys were in jail. That couldn’t be allowed.

      Maybe Gibbs might have enough life left to fix things. One final time.
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      He who fights with monsters should be careful lest he thereby become a monster. And if thou gaze long into an abyss, the abyss will also gaze into thee.

      - Nietzsche
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      Catastrophe snaked its way through the corridors of Valley Academy, looking for prey. There was perhaps no hunting ground more fertile than a boarding school dormitory on a cold Saturday night. Muscular boys on the cusp of manhood. Pending millionaires. Wealthy and entitled and bored. Without parents and without restraint. The corridors reeked of leonine musk, territories marked, violent rivalries restrained by thin threads of self-respect and memories of family.

      Most adults didn’t dare venture through, alien and unwelcome, including many dorm proctors. Their danger wasn’t real but it was heavy.

      Daniel Jennings loved the hallways, fraught with testosterone and peril. Not because the environment was good, but because he knew life held worse terrors beyond. Because the hallways needed men like him, needed their guidance. Because with the right nudge, the hallways became crucibles instead of crucifixes.

      Jennings was strolling the noisy second floor when room 208 ruptured, spewing Sean Salazar into the hallway. Sean, heir to the Salazar Investments fortune and current star of the Academy’s lacrosse team, landed on his back. Benjamin Lynch, red-faced and hairy like a baboon, emerged from the room and knelt over Salazar.

      “Call me new money again, Salazar.” Benji was trembling and he cocked a fist. “Talk about my family one more time!”

      The hallway sensed a fight and spectators spawned, drawn by visions of gore.

      A savage Ground and Pound attack would end with Sean in the hospital and Benji expelled. Jennings lowered his shoulder and bowled Benji off the boy. They spilled onto the floor, Jennings holding Benji’s right arm in a half-nelson.

      “No.” Jennings’ voice held reason and resolve. “It’s not worth getting kicked out, Benji. Walk away.”

      Tribes gathered with conflicting alliances. The football team supported its own, as did the lacrosse team. But old money was old money, and new money was new, and colors blurred and howled.

      Benji stood and tried to swarm his way by Jennings but couldn’t. The former Green Beret frustrated the boy’s efforts and sent him backward.

      “Outside, let’s talk outside,” said Jennings.

      When Benji had fought enough to prove he was a man, he allowed himself to be manhandled to the stairs. Jennings herded him like a sheep dog.

      Sean Salazar stood, shaky in the knees and hands. He pushed his flop of hair into place. “Dumb fuck,” he told his audience. “Not smart enough to know he doesn’t belong.”

      Outside, the giant boy paced the dark grass and refused to talk. His body steamed in the cold. Jennings watched and marveled at the rage.

      “You know what gets me, Mr. Jennings?”

      “What’s that?”

      “They blame me. For losing the game. I played my ass off and…”

      “Forget them. They’re mad and don’t know what to do with it,” said Jennings.

      “I played hard. I let the other team know who I was, you know? None of my teammates played as hard as I did.” Benji gripped his thick hair. Arched his back and closed his wet eyes. “But you know what my dad said? He said I must not have cared enough. If I cared, I would have won. He said I embarrassed the family.”

      “That’s bull.”

      “I know it is. I mean, kinda. What else am I supposed to do? I tried and it didn’t work. I don’t mind the losing. In some ways it’s better than winning because it takes the pressure off. But not for my dad. He just…he gets mad and…”

      Benji reached the end of his route and turned to pace back, but he ran into Jennings. Jennings grabbed him into a rough embrace and squeezed, the same hug his father had given at college drop off. One of those awkward and necessary gestures no one knows how to do well. The boy didn’t want to sob but the unexpected contact forced it. Jennings let it happen for thirty seconds. Mr. Hogan, another dorm proctor, noticed and gave them space.

      “You’re doing good, kid. You got a dad who’s tough on you. Maybe he doesn’t see it, but the rest of us do—you’re trying and you’re doing good. I’m proud of you.” A stupid thing to say but Jennings didn’t have other words.

      Benji mumbled things that he couldn’t understand.

      Jennings said, “And killing Sean won’t help.”

      The boy stepped back. He laughed and cried together. Pointlessly wiped his eyes. “It might.”

      “Yeah. It might.” Jennings tried to grin and couldn’t. “Trust me, though. Don’t do it.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Jennings. I’m not sure where all this came from. Sorry to dump it on you.”

      “You got friends in the other dorm? Go hang out there and cool off.”

      Benji, nodding and sniffing. “Good idea. Yeah I will.”

      Jennings watched him plod to the sidewalk. He was cut down with grief at the wake of destruction Lynch left across everyone.

      In some ways losing was better than winning because it took the pressure off. A crushing observation.

      Jennings was returning to his apartment when his phone started buzzing with text messages. The first few were from Coach Murray.

      >> Get this, Jennings… after the game last nite, we r loading the buses and Lynch grabs my arm. That sasquatch tells me next year I’ll b looking 4 a job and I’ll b lucky 2 b coaching a middle school team.

      >> AFTER WE GOT TO THE FKN STATE FINALS!!

      >> I almost hit him. I don’t know about anything, man.

      Jennings read the words again. Set the phone down and thought over a good reply. He was still formulating when Craig Lewis texted too.

      >> Mr. Jennings, perhaps we should meet again. I cannot help but think something MUST be done about Peter Lynch. This old man is tired of doing nothing.

      Jennings sniffed to himself.

      Me too, Craig. Got any great ideas? Cause I’m running on empty.

      And then a third text. This one from Daisy Hathaway and it raised the little hairs on his neck.

      >> Mr. Jennings. I hope you don’t mind a Saturday night text. But I’ve been thinking all day and I have a plan. A crazy, ridiculous plan to catch Peter Lynch in the act. Would you like to hear it?

      He’d received the texts within sixty-seconds of each other. Now they beckoned from his phone. A coincidence? Or perhaps a supernal sign from above?

      He’s killed before. He’ll kill again. It might be you or Daisy, his phone cried.

      Missing girls in California. Ripped ears. A hook through her mouth. Modern Monsters. Kelly Carson. Benji in agony.

      He typed a reply. Copied and pasted it to all three.

      Can you come over right now?
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      Coach Murray arrived holding a six-pack of Miller Lite by the empty rings; he’d already finished two.

      Jennings said, “Did you go see Benji first?”

      “Yeah. That was a good idea. Kid’s a mess.”

      “He needs new father figures. You give him a beer?”

      “Hell no. I need these.”

      Craig Lewis knocked on the door and raised a bottle of white wine. He smiled at the two men, abashed. “I know wine isn’t allowed on campus. But I’m more brave after a glass.”

      Daisy Hathaway entered and made a face that nudged Jennings, indicated he should’ve informed her that Murray and Lewis would be there too.

      She took the computer chair. Murray lowered onto the carpet. Jennings and Lewis sat in the two kitchen chairs. The blinds were closed.

      A council of war.

      Jennings felt like they were meeting in a deep coal mine where the air was combustible with firedamp and consequence.

      Murray cracked another beer, sucking at the foam. Said, “I hope they catch me drinking. Lynch already said I’m gone. What else they gone do? Fire me twice?”

      “You’re not truly fired, are you?” said Hathaway.

      “Not yet. I know for damn sure I’ll hear from Gordon Monday about how disappointed the titans are. But he won’t mean the titans, he’ll mean Lynch and the other old white guys Lynch bullies around. Good chance my contract won’t be renewed next year.”

      “That’s outrageous,” she said,

      “Disappointed is such a white-guy emotion.”

      “But you reached the state finals.”

      “It ain’t about winning right now. It’s all about one man.”

      Lewis had poured wine into a coffee mug and his legs were crossed. “That one man has dirt on the other titans, I hear. He can sway them.”

      Jennings leaned forward and rubbed his hands together. “Let’s get to it. We’re here to talk about Peter Lynch and the threat he poses. You texted me tonight about him and we each bring something to the table. Murray, you know he beats his boys and he’s going to fire you. Hathaway, err, Daisy, he is making increasingly inappropriate advances on you and you got to witness his rage. Craig, he humiliated you in public and you know he’s well connected and you’re fed up with doing nothing.”

      “I am.”

      “Let me tell you what I know,” said Jennings.

      He did. Like a dark mystery playing out, the ending not written yet. His conversation with Kelly Carson. The sealed evidence of abuse. Kabir Patel and the compromised local press. Modern Monsters and rumors of missing girls in California. The note from Lynch attached to the squirrel. The cops beating him up and their threat to kill him. Lynch’s sexual advances on Hathaway. The private detective who couldn’t find enough proof.

      Jennings concluded, “I found out yesterday, you know police chief Buck Gibbs? He raised the Lynch boys. He’s their adopted father, though it isn’t legal.”

      Hathaway sucked oxygen in a gasp and Lewis said, “Oh my dear Lord.”

      “Gibbs was a young cop and he took them out of a neglectful home and kept them. Peter Lynch is his son.”

      “Oh! The note. He erased Peter’s fingerprints!” Daisy’s hands shook. “It makes sense! That note we took to the chief, Gibbs wiped it off before fingerprinting it.”

      Jennings nodded. “I think so too.”

      “Maybe getting fired’s a good thing. I should get the hell out of here,” said Murray.

      “Some fine investigative work you’ve done, Mr. Jennings.”

      “Thanks, Craig, but it’s meaningless if I don’t act.”

      “If we don’t act,” said Hathaway.

      Murray drained his beer and tossed the empty can toward the trash, missing. “The hell can we do? Lynch’s brother controls the legal system. His old man has the cops. He buys his own press. He literally owns the school. We got nothing.”

      “We have the state police and federal government,” said Jennings.

      “And tell them what? Can’t prove a damn thing.”

      “Not yet. We need proof.”

      “Not ever. We’re done. This is like a sundown town and we got to get our asses out.”

      Craig Lewis set down his mug. He stood.

      They tilted their heads up to look at him.

      “Daniel. Do you remember? What I said?”

      The exact memory Lewis meant flashed into Jennings’ mind. Their conversation at the restaurant.

      “You asked me about evil,” said Jennings.

      “That’s correct. I did. And?”

      “You asked me if evil existed. More specifically, if a person could be evil.”

      “Keep going.” Lewis smiled like a teacher pleased with his class. The smile was sad, however.

      “You wondered if I would see Lynch as a broken man instead of an evil one. But you said not to worry about it yet because that turns young men into old men.”

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about what I said, Daniel. It’s true but I wish I’d worded it differently. It’s not that worrying has aged me. It’s that, every time I turned a blind eye, I died a little. My pathetic inaction. You three are still young but you’re already faced with it. If you keep teaching, you’ll have students commit suicide. Or they’ll kill someone else. They’ll come to class high or bring weapons. They’ll arrive with bruises and scars and hollow eyes. And you’ll tell yourself you can’t save them all. And you truly can’t but that realization, if you allow it, builds callouses. You become numb. And when you go numb, you atrophy. And once you’re atrophying you’re dying, like me.” He walked to the far side of the little room and he breathed deeply. Voice wobbled. “Evil is real. It’s around us and inside us. When we ignore it, the evil takes root. And then you have what you see before you.” He indicated himself. “An exhausted and lonely man who played it safe his whole life and wishes he could do it over again.”

      “What would you do differently?” Hathaway, spellbound, felt like she was speaking to her future self.

      “I’d fight. I’d push against the evil. Maybe I’d look even older now, but I wouldn’t be haunted by my cowardice. The final straw was little Ronald Bell. Thirty years ago. His father had visitation rights on the weekends and Ronald would return with black eyes and busted lips. His teachers, we stepped in and involved social services. His father lost his rights, so he kidnapped little Ronald, drove to Georgia and set them both on fire. I haven’t fought since. I haven’t believed in God since. But I replaced him with something worse. Me. And it turns out I’m not worthy.”

      “You getting too deep for a football coach to follow, Lewis,” said Murray.

      Lewis wiped his eyes and shot a smile.

      “Here’s what I’m saying. Evil’s real. Don’t back down from it. Don’t ignore it. You are significant…but your significance is diminished when you do. If you hide your face and pretend there’s no transcendence then you consign yourself to be mere bones and dust.”

      “I feel that.” Hathaway pushed her hair back and lowered her face. “I feel that in every part of me, the callouses and the growing atrophy. I’m…I’m settling.”

      Jennings said, “Life is harder than we were promised.”

      “I’m mad. I’m so mad.” Hathaway spoke into her knees.

      “At Lynch?” said Murray.

      “At Lynch. At myself. At life. At God.”

      “I don’t believe in God.” Another sad smile from Lewis. “But I miss him.”

      “Don’t believe in God?” Murray shook his head. “No wonder you’re depressed.”

      “Who are you quoting, Craig?” said Jennings.

      “I don’t remember. But it sums up my life quite well. Clearly, somewhere deep down, I must believe in good and evil and God and transcendence, and my stubborn pride has brought only ruin. So now, as we face Lynch and the enormous obstacles before us, both inside and out, it’s important to remember our fight isn’t just a physical one. It’s a fight against Lynch, but also a fight for ourselves.”

      “I have a plan.” Hathaway raised up. Glanced at herself in the mirror to check her mascara wasn’t running.

      Jennings had been waiting to hear the plan.

      “A plan to do what?” said Murray.

      “Two nights ago I was crying in bed and planning to run away. Abandon my job, my relationships, abandon it all. That was before I knew how powerful Lynch was, so now running away sounds even more appealing. I can’t, though, because that would be settling and compromising again. So I came up with something else, and I want to tell you about it. We can catch Lynch.”

      “Catch him how?” said Jennings.

      “I’ll go on a date with him.”

      “No.”

      “Hell no,” said Murray.

      “He and I will go out to dinner and I’ll get him to confess. My phone will record it.”

      “Absolutely not,” said Jennings.

      “I won’t go alone. You boys will be waiting outside. You can follow us. If all else fails, he might try something in the car afterward and we can charge him with sexual assault. Maybe he can buy the others off, but not me.”

      “You can’t get raped to catch Lynch, Daisy.” Jennings had the disorienting sensation that he’d swapped places with Mackenzie August, the private detective urging him to be careful, to not die chasing Lynch.

      “You’d be there too, Daniel, ready to break his car windows. I know you’d never let him get far. I’ll take a can of mace, just to be safe.”

      “You pressure him into confessing, he’ll know it’s a trap,” said Murray.

      “Men are idiots, in my experience, when they think there’s a chance for sex.”

      Jennings’ heart thumped extra firm into his ribs, and he hoped he wasn’t one of the idiots Daisy meant.

      “So, what, you’d just call and ask the dude out?” said Murray.

      “He already asked me. To drinks, to discuss the upcoming holiday banquet. I would simply accept.”

      “I don’t know. It’s a hell of a risk. Lewis, what do you think?”

      “About her plan? I admire her bravery. It sounds to me like she slept on it a few days and she’s still willing.”

      “No,” said Jennings.

      “I am willing. Think about what’s at stake. We know he’s a sexual predator and he’s after me. We know he’s going to fire you, Coach, and maybe hurt Daniel again. And it’s not like he’s going to stop with us. If you three will go and sit in your cars outside and be ready, I want to do it tomorrow night.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “I’ll bring my pistol,” said Lewis.

      “No,” said Jennings.

      “Oh Jesus help us.”

      “I’ll shoot him. I will,” said Lewis. “I told Daniel I wished someone would kill Lynch. Why not me? I’ve thought about it recently and I would. I’m twenty years late doing what’s right. Worst case scenario, Ms. Hathaway isn’t able to record anything useful and we have to bail her out, and a pistol would be handy. Best case scenario, Lynch gives me a reason to kill him.”

      “You can’t just kill someone,” said Jennings.

      “I would and I’m not being melodramatic.”

      “What kind of pistol?”

      “A revolver.”

      “Caliber?”

      “I’ve forgotten the number. A little one like the police used.”

      “Probably a .38. What ammo do you have?”

      “The cheapest.”

      “Chances are you’d miss Lynch and hit someone else, Craig.” This was exactly how August had felt, scolding him.

      “I’d only fire up close.”

      Jennings was shaking his head. “Have you practiced at a range?”

      “I have. The NRA held a basic pistol qualification class and I passed.”

      “It’s not a good idea, Craig. Shooting someone, or shooting at someone, is entirely different from what you think.”

      “I trust your judgment completely, Daniel. But I’m bringing the gun just in case. A last resort.”

      Jennings pinched his eyes closed. “This is a bad idea.”

      He felt Daisy’s hand on his shoulder and she applied warm pressure. “It won’t be dangerous, Daniel. Just scary, and I can handle scary. I have to.”

      “Even if your plan works, there will be consequences. There are always consequences we don’t see.”

      “We suffer consequences for inaction too,” said Lewis.

      “It’s a simple dinner, except I’m recording it. I think he should pick me up and drop me off. If I feel like I’m in danger, I’ll walk out and leave him there.”

      “I hate it,” said Jennings.

      “I won’t get hurt. Please, Daniel.”

      “If we do this…” Jennings shot the two men with his finger. “We’d be on a conference call outside relaying information. We need someone in the parking lot with a visual on Daisy through the windows. Someone else waiting in a car with a visual on our parking lot man, ready to pursue Lynch, and we’ll be tracking Daisy’s phone location too, just in case. The third man’s in a car within half a mile, on the route back to Daisy’s place so he can get there first and be ready. That’ll probably be me.”

      “You’d rather not wait in the parking lot?”

      “No,” said Jennings. “If Daisy’s getting a ride home, I want to be there when Lynch tries something in her driveway. I want to hit him.”

      Murray mumbled, “Going all Green Beret on us. But fine, I’m in. We bust his ass, my job’s secure.”

      Hathaway waggled her phone. “I already have his cell from the school directory. Should I call now?”

      “No. I want you to sleep on it again. You can and maybe should still back out.”

      She smiled at him, her hand still on his shoulder. “I won’t. We’re going to get proof. But I’ll wait to call until the morning.”

      Murray let his head drop back against the wall. “Jesus help us."

      “Amen,” said Lewis.
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      That night, Daisy lay sleepless next to Byron, who watched Dexter episodes on his phone.

      Jennings lay sleepless with visions of Craig Lewis firing his pistol. He watched Lewis fire over and over, and the man kept missing, sometimes hitting Daisy, sometimes hitting him. Anytime Jennings was shot, phantom pain radiated down his left leg.

      It was difficult to hit a moving target with a pistol and sweaty hands. Amateurs didn’t fully understand how difficult. And to stop a big angry man like Lynch, you’d need to knock several chunks out with a .38 using cheap ammo. Multiple shots meant multiple chances to hit someone else by accident.

      It’d be better to kill Lynch in private, alone. Kill him and leave. Lewis’ pistol was registered, though. They’d need something the police didn’t have on file. Something like the shotgun under Jennings’ bed. It’d work better anyway, a single shell more than sufficient. One blast from the shotgun, zero witnesses, no one getting charged for murder…

      Jennings laughed, a sniffing through his nose.

      Morbid where his mind went after midnight.
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      Ten the next morning, standing in her backyard, Daisy called Peter Lynch.

      “Good morning, Ms. Hathaway.”

      “Good morning, Mr. Lynch.” Voice firm. She pinned her eyes onto an oak tree, ignoring the fact he’d known it was her—most likely he’d programmed her number into his phone. “Our school’s holiday banquet should have a theme, and I’m full of ideas. I can meet tonight at the new Bloom restaurant if you’d like to hear them.” She paused to listen. “Seven’s fine. Pick me up? I’m looking forward to it.”
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      Jennings drove around Bloom four times in his newly repaired Tacoma and he wished he’d investigated it last night. The restaurant sat on busy Main Street and touched the Wasena neighborhood, a maze easy to get lost in. There weren’t enough windows to suit him either. A tactical nightmare.

      He took screenshots of his phone’s map and drew on them. He texted the screenshots and photos of the restaurant and surrounding environs to the gang of four. Lewis could post up here at the cute shops across from Bloom or pace here between Winona and Wasena Avenue, keeping Hathaway in sight through the front. He wanted Murray ready in his car here, at the Getty Mart intersection, where he would watch Lewis and would pull into traffic and follow Hathaway home. Jennings would be waiting in Grandin, halfway between the restaurant and Hathaway’s home, easy access to both.

      Assuming the best case scenario, Lewis would alert them when Hathaway and Lynch walked out. Murray would follow in his car, and Jennings would easily beat Hathaway home, ready and watching her phone location on his screen. Lynch would drop her off and be unaware of the three men shadowing him.

      There were multiple bad scenarios but he was ready.

      She could be forced to walk out of the restaurant early, leaving Lynch—Lewis was prepared to escort her to the safety of Murray’s car.

      Lynch could get frisky in her driveway—Jennings would be ready to get her out.

      Lynch could drive an alternate route—Murray would pursue and they would track her on the map.

      In other emergencies, Jennings could reach Bloom in four minutes. And Hathaway had the mace. Lewis, his pistol. All kinds of safety precautions.

      But still, for the hundredth time, Jennings thought, This is a bad idea.

      He was ready to call the sting off when Hathaway texted the group.

      >> This is going to work, guys! I’m excited to save the lives and souls of his future victims.

      She then texted him personally.

      >> Thank you, Daniel. We can only do this because of you.

      Jennings lowered his head to the steering wheel, parked at the gas station next to Bloom, and he shook.
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      What to wear, that was an issue.

      Hathaway wanted Lynch eager from the jump. She wanted him to have that shock of seeing too much of her body, wanted his blood pumping, ready to give her anything. But she couldn’t be obvious or he’d sense the con. She had to look accidentally or naturally like she was…what words had he used…like she was horny. Prurient.

      Hathaway put her hair up, a bun that looked casual but wasn’t. She chose tight black leggings and heels. A green button-down shirt. She examined herself in front of the mirror with a cold eye. The shirt reached the leggings but Lynch could look at her ass and her legs all he wanted. She undid a frightening amount of buttons. She wanted her breasts in his face but it couldn’t look like that was her goal.

      She wished she was dressing for Daniel.

      She was, in a lot of ways.

      Byron was in the basement practicing his guitar for the first time in weeks. She used to love the sound of his strings. Now she wanted to break them. She walked back and forth through the house. Hoping her fiancé would hear her heels on the wooden floor and be intrigued. Would come tell her she looked beautiful. Would ask her what on earth she was doing. Would care.

      He didn’t. He turned up the volume on his guitar amp and sang louder.
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        * * *

      

      Jennings felt like he was sinking into Afghan sand. He sat in his truck, parked on an empty driveway a block removed, watching Lynch’s Jaguar ease to a stop in front of Daisy’s house.

      She emerged and paused under the street lamp, like she had a halo. From four houses away, her outfit struck him and his chest tightened.

      Lynch would be thinking risqué thoughts.

      “He’s here,” said Jennings.

      The two men listening on the conference call remained quiet.

      Lynch got out from the car. What a car. He looked sharp in a blue sports jacket. Jennings couldn’t be positive at this distance, but Lynch might’ve undergone a haircut and shave. Satan looking dapper for his date.

      She looked tiny next to him.

      Lynch opened the passenger door for her. Closed it and returned to the driver seat.

      “They’re rolling. So far so good.”

      The Jaguar pulled away and Jennings’ eyes shifted down to the phone’s map, watching Hathaway’s dot leave him. He imagined echoes of his friends dying.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lynch had pressed against Hathaway when he opened her car door, but was otherwise remarkably civil on the drive. Thanking her for the company and asking about her weekend. Hathaway, accustomed to Byron talking about video games and driving his old Jeep, found the Jaguar and pleasant conversation at odds with her expectations.

      Lynch had hungry eyes. Couldn’t help himself and his pulse raced visibly in his neck.

      He parked on Wasena Avenue and said, “You look so lovely, Ms. Hathaway, that I’m surprised your fiancé didn’t keep you to himself tonight. If you belonged to me, I would have eaten you up.”

      Fiancé. He remembered the ring she used to wear.

      “When we’re not at school, Mr. Lynch, you may call me Daisy.”

      “You can call me Peter no matter where we are, Daisy. But I like how Mr. Lynch sounds on your lips.”

      They strolled side by side to Bloom and she scanned the far sidewalk. Didn’t see Lewis. He was there, she knew. Rightfully hiding until they were inside. But she yearned for a friendly face.

      Bloom was a small one-room restaurant, designed to look industrial and modern. White and spare, and Hathaway made the unfortunate comparison to an operating room.

      The hostess whisked them to the reserved table in the corner. Perfect for Lynch’s purposes. And perfect for hers.

      Lewis, however, would only have a narrow angle to see them from the street.

      Their waitress arrived and poured each a glass of water from her carafe. Before Hathaway could order, Lynch laid his hand on hers to still her. Told the woman, “You keep Peter Michael chardonnay on hand. We’ll take a bottle.”

      The black hair on Lynch’s wrist and knuckles brushed and repulsed her, and she drew her hand away under the pretense of checking her phone.

      The device was recording.

      She set it on the table and casually draped her napkin over the screen.

      Lynch said, “The chef here is excellent. He was hired from a restaurant in New York.”

      “I’ve been here once only for a cocktail.”

      “Once you taste the best, Daisy, you’ll never go back.” He flashed the large teeth.

      “The wine, you mean.”

      “Among other things.”

      “Is the bottle expensive?”

      “For some. But what’s a hundred dollars on a night like tonight, Daisy.”

      “The wine might be lost on me. I don’t drink often and when I do the bottle costs nine dollars.”

      “When you’re with me, we’ll have the best. Wine’s a natural lubricant.”

      “Oh?”

      “To ease the date along.”

      She forced eye contact and a smile. “Attorneys drink better than teachers, I suppose. Comes with the salary?”

      “Your little friend Daniel Jennings guzzles Coors Lite, without question. Or maybe his own piss.”

      “Did you hear his truck was vandalized?”

      Lynch did not answer immediately.
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        * * *

      

      In the cold, Craig Lewis walked to the intersection of Main Street and Winona. Strolled down the sidewalk.  To see Hathaway’s corner table he was forced to move closer than he wished.

      He wore a Bluetooth earpiece under his toboggan and when he spoke his breath condensed into fog.

      “They’re sitting at a side table. I can see them. But only just.”

      “How’s she look?” The voice belonged to Jennings. He sounded angry.

      “Stunning. She’s earning glances from the surrounding patrons. Even an old gay man like me can appreciate her, Mr. Jennings.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “She looks calm. I see her side profile. She took her hand away from him to fiddle with her phone.”

      “Murray, can you see Lynch’s car?”

      “Nah, but they’re not far. Should I move?”

      Jennings didn’t answer because he didn’t know, and Craig Lewis began to shiver. He hoped none of his former students saw him out here, playing the peeping Tom.
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      Lynch hadn’t answered Daisy, because he did know Jennings’ truck was vandalized. What’s more, he knew that Daisy had gone to the chief of police with suspicions that he himself had done it.

      In fact he hadn’t. His Giant Mongoloid had.

      Lynch wondered how brave Daisy would be about her betrayal later. He’d already forgiven her but she had to learn she couldn’t run to the police. Especially if it meant his father would show up afterward and berate him.

      He wanted to grab her tits. Everyone in the restaurant wanted to do the same, he knew, but they belonged to him. Instead he gripped the table edge and tried not to think about the hints of her blue bra peeking.

      He forced his teeth apart before he bled. “Daniel should choose a new profession, don’t you think? It’s going so poorly for him.”

      His date blinked her big green eyes. “Poorly?”

      “He’s an immediate failure. At the military and now teaching. He’d have better luck playing male nurse.”

      “You were angry at him the other day, Peter, in my classroom. What was that about?”

      “I wasn’t angry.”

      “You threw books at him.”

      Lynch could feel the processes of his mind warming, like windows closing to trap in heat.

      She said, “Do you see him as a threat?”

      “A teacher, a threat?”

      “He’s a Green Beret, though, right?”

      “He’s a peg-leg. A pathetic grunt who got his foot blown off. No, Daisy, he’s not a threat.”

      The waitress brought wine. She poured their chardonnay into burgundy wine glasses. A minor mistake, using a burgundy glass, but one that irritated him. The waitress was an attractive woman, but compared to Daisy Hathaway she looked like a cheap whore.

      Hathaway was about to order but she would get it all wrong. Intentionally, he thought, because she’d prefer he did it for her.

      He said, “Bring us the focaccia first, plus salami vesuvio and whipped chèvre. And the olives. Followed by two bowls of the soup de jour. Main course, potatoes aioli and the pan seared striped bass.”

      The cheap whore smiled. “Very good, sir!”

      Lynch pushed the glass of chardonnay at Hathaway and leaned close. “You think Daniel knows what half those words mean?”

      “I don’t know them. How do you?”

      “Like you said, my income. I own my own law firm and I don’t eat at McDonalds. I learned during law school.”

      “So you didn’t grow up rich.”

      “You’re looking at a self-made man. Life handed me nothing, Daisy. I took it all. The opposite of Daniel, who came from a prestigious family and squandered it.”

      Daisy let her foot wander forward until it encountered Lynch’s pant leg. “I wish I knew what the words mean.”

      “I’ll teach you. Our next date we’ll sit on the same side of the table and go over the menu together.”

      “Oh will we.”

      “Maybe get handsy underneath.”

      She sipped the chardonnay and he could’ve died from the sight of her lips on the glass, the light filtering through the wine and golden on her neck. Was her hand shaking? Poor girl was nervous. “Wow. This doesn’t taste like my bottle.”

      “That’s the taste of success. Wouldn’t you rather drink that than Coors Lite?”

      “I would. But this meal costs two days of my salary.”

      “Keep me happy, Daisy, and I’ll pay for it always.”

      She sipped again, watching him over the rim, and her foot teased his pant leg.

      “How does a girl keep you happy, Peter?”

      “You can use your imagination or I’ll draw you a picture.”

      “And what happens when a girl doesn’t?”

      Lynch didn’t want to smile but it was reflexive. “Same answer, Daisy.”

      “You look like a man who won’t…” She sucked at her teeth. “…who won’t suffer disappointment quietly.”

      “Why should I? Quiet is boring.”

      “I heard that about you. That you’re a pit bull in the courtroom.”

      “Guilty. Who told?”

      “It’s a rumor among the faculty.”

      “You should see me in the bedroom, Daisy.”

      She ignored the comment. Playing coy.

      “Do you want me to plan the holiday party? Or was that invitation an excuse?”

      “An excuse.” He winked. “To get you drunk.”

      “You’re a rascal, Peter Lynch.”

      “You’re more than welcome to plan the party, if that kind of thing suits you. I don’t give two shits. But save your ideas for our second date.”

      “Who says there’ll be a second date?”

      “I say.”

      “Takes two to tango. You better earn it.”

      “And you better watch your mouth around me, with that dirty talk. My mind isn’t always…clean, Daisy.”

      “You’re easily angered, Peter.”

      “Anger is the mark of a true man. Trust me, you want your man mad, not passive.”

      “So you were mad at Daniel,” she said.

      “I…” He paused to swallow. “That wasn’t real anger. Daniel isn’t worth my real anger.”

      “Tell me what you do when there’s real anger.”

      Her excitement made her eyes dance. Made his pulse race. A woman who understood the value of danger.

      “Have you ever hurt someone, Daisy?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Hurt them physically. Caused pain.”

      “Not that I remember,” she said.

      “You would if you had.”

      “Then no, I haven’t."

      “It’s euphoric.”

      They’d both leaned forward. Both pressed against the table. Speaking softly. Contained in their bubble of candlelight.

      “That can’t be true, Peter.”

      “Pain makes me feel alive."

      “Your own pain?”

      He nodded. “Yes. And the pain of others. The only emotion I’m sympathetic too.”

      “Do you feel alive right now?”

      Another smile. He never smiled this much.

      Daisy was a remarkable woman. He felt weak.

      He said, “For a different reason.”

      “Who do you hurt?”

      “No one who doesn’t deserve it. Or need it.”

      “You hurt yourself?”

      “Of course.”

      “On purpose,” she said.

      “Pain is a powerful emotion. I indulge.”

      “You don’t hurt Benji, I hope. He’s a good kid.”

      “How do you think he got that way, Daisy?”

      “Not pain.”

      “Pain forces growth.”

      “It’s also destructive, Peter.”

      “Yes that happens. A necessary side effect.”

      She was breathing deeply, the shadows and light shifting. “So you hurt people. What then? What do you do then?”

      “You’re an eager beaver, Daisy.”

      “What if you hurt someone and destroy them?”

      “You heard a rumor about that.”

      “I…”

      “Be honest with me. I’m an attorney with a built-in bullshit detector.”

      “Okay, Peter.”

      “You heard a rumor about me, didn’t you.”

      “Yes.”

      “About my destructive side.”

      “Yes.”

      “Which rumor?”

      “About California.”

      “Ah.” He leaned back and finally tried his own wine. The glass clinked when he returned it.

      “Are they true?” she said.

      “Depends on what you heard.” A pause and then, in a fit of madness, “Actually, no, it doesn’t depend. The rumors are true. All of them.”

      He watched his own reflection grow in her eyes as the waiter brought their first course. Bread, cheese, salami, and olives.

      He pushed the olives her way.

      “These are for you. A natural aphrodisiac.”

      At her reaction, he laughed. Loudly and he couldn’t stop.

      He felt so good.
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        * * *

      

      Jennings, in his truck, the motor running. Eyes glued to the map on his phone screen, to Hathaway’s dot at Bloom.

      “Update me, Craig.”

      “I’m freezing.”

      “At least you get to watch. I’m dying.”

      Lewis’ reply came scratchy through the speakerphone. “They’re on soup now. Our girl’s doing great. Lynch looks like a man in love.”

      Jennings didn’t realize he’d stomped the gas pedal until his RPMs reached 4,000.

      This was torture.
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        * * *

      

      “You cheered in high school, I bet.” Lynch already knew she had. He’d gone through her social media and her yearbooks.

      “I did.”

      “And college. At Belmont?”

      “You remember,” she said.

      “That’s where your calf muscles are from, the years of work. Did the college squad have male cheerleaders?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where they gay?” said Lynch.

      “Two of them. In the closet.”

      “Did you date the straight ones?”

      “No. Not my type.”

      “It’s the same with a male nurse, I assume. A male nurse wouldn’t be your type either.”

      She finished her soup and set the spoon down. Wiped her mouth and laid the napkin on the table. It irked him. The napkin should go in the lap.

      “Why do you keep saying Daniel should be a nurse?”

      Lynch shrugged. “He was a medic in the Army. It’s quite a similar situation to the male cheerleader, when you think about it. I’d be doing him a favor, firing him.”

      “Can you do that?”

      “I’m on the board.”

      She said, “But the other trustees? The head of school?”

      “Rich fools in need of a good lawyer. I own over half the board. Own them, Daisy. They come to me with their dirty secrets. They’re being sued by their au pair or their wife was arrested for cocaine or their son diddled an underage girl, and I make the secrets vanish within the halls of injustice. They know not to cross me. I alone sway the board vote.”

      Hathaway felt a flutter of heightened panic.

      “You asked about pain. Tell me this, Daisy. Think back to cheerleading in high school and college. You were in peak physical condition. Your body so tight and perfect that it squeaked. Surrounded by boys mad for you. They’re in heat, would kill to be with you for a night. And you’re wearing a tiny skirt and tight shirt and jumping around. You know the boys are watching. Salivating. You’re pretending you don’t notice. That it’s all innocent. You remember.”

      “I…”

      “You denied them and you caused them pain.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “You know you did, Daisy. You knew it at the time, you know it now. That makes it even sweeter. Admit it. Part of the joy of looking good is withholding it.”

      “Everyone wants to be admired, Peter.”

      “You hurt them. On purpose. You were a blessing and a curse. You knew the porn running through their heads.”

      The same thoughts running through Lynch’s.

      They stared at each other and shared the knowledge. He didn’t hide it. He reeked of lust.

      “Hm,” she said.

      “So you understand, Daisy, the joy of pain.”

      “On a different scale.”

      “Imagine it heightened. The excruciating passion. I don’t process emotions like most people. But pain is something I can feel. Burning to death would be a tremendous high, don’t you think?”

      The waitress removed their soup bowls and laid out dishes of fish and butternut squash purée and soft potatoes.

      “Try it,” he said.

      Daisy complied. Of course she did. She ate a bite of bass. Closed her eyes and slowly withdrew the spoon.

      “Delicious.”

      “I know. Do as you’re told and it’ll always be delicious.”

      “Do you hurt the girls that please you, Peter?”

      “It’s a good hurt. Sounds strange, but trust me.”

      “It’s sexual.”

      “Of course pain is sexual.”

      “Do you hurt the girls that don’t please you?”

      “Yes.” Lynch was on his second glass of chardonnay. Not enough to be drunk. But he felt giddy. Her rapt attention filled him with raw power. With invincibility. She felt like the first snort of cocaine, a high chased by coke heads, a high they’d give anything for.

      Her toe still fiddled with his pants. She whispered now. “Do you do worse than hurt them?”

      “Anything I do to girls, they deserve. And they enjoy it.”

      “Such as?” she said.

      “Let’s not rush things, Daisy.”

      She paused. Set her fork down and leaned back. Cast her eyes across the restaurant, as though she’d lost interest. Disappointed.

      She didn’t believe him, he realized. She thought he was just bragging with empty words. The loss of her gaze felt like the loss of the sun. His skin felt cold. Her toe was gone.

      He’d been humming and laughing to himself but it stopped. Anger and grief intermingled in his mouth.

      “Yes, Daisy, I…I do worse than hurt the girls.”

      Her eyes swiveled back. “You do.”

      “Oh yes. Look at me, Daisy. Do you not see a man of strength?”

      “You look like a man who can do anything he wants.”

      “I am.”

      “What do you do, Peter? With your girls. The ones who anger you.”

      “I already told you.”

      She inclined her body toward him again. The closer she got, the more energized he became, like solar power.

      “I didn’t catch it. Tell me again.”

      “No. But I’ll tell you something else. I have a field.”

      “You have a field?” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “At your house?”

      “Beyond the stable.” Humming and giggling again.

      “And?”

      “You’re asking second date questions, Daisy.”

      “What about the field?”

      “Nope. That’s all you get. Use your imagination about the field.” He speared a flake of fish and dipped it into the squash purée. Held it out for her. “Now. Open up.”
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        * * *

      

      Lewis said, “Ms. Hathaway’s…she’s eating food off his fork. He’s feeding her.”

      His comment earned a second glance from the couple hurrying by with bags from the Getty Mart.

      “He’s feeding her? Oh damn,” said Murray in his ear.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hathaway said, “I need to use the lady’s room, Peter. And then I’d like to go.”

      “Oh would you.”

      “The wine’s gone to my head.”

      A slow nod. “I understand. I understand you perfectly.”

      She checked her phone. Dropped the napkin over it again. Stood and walked across the restaurant.

      He watched her go. So did the others nearby and Lynch enjoyed a fantasy of sliding his butter knife into their retinas. Don’t look at my date.

      As soon as Daisy was in the restroom, he snapped off her napkin. Picked up her phone.

      The device was several generations old, cradled in a pink case. It wasn’t locked and she had no new notifications. Her background appeared to be a song lyric. I miss me more - Kelsea Ballerini.

      There might be time to read her messages. Discover if she harbored any from Daniel Jennings. His thumb hovered over the iMessage app.

      A bright icon in the top left corner caught his attention. The icon was a red microphone. He knew that microphone, saw it on his own screen occasionally. He used it in depositions.

      Lynch felt the stirrings of anger again. His constant companion.

      He pressed the icon and the Voice Memos app opened and so did the truth.

      Daisy was recording their conversation. So far, forty-four minutes.

      He rose in a rush, bumping the table. Red at the edges of his vision. Teeth grinding. He grabbed his chair, ready to hoist it as a club.

      But. No. No no no.

      Not here. Not like this. People were staring at him. Too many witnesses, he would lose. Would lose his daughter.

      Air rattled through his nasal passages and filled his great lungs. Released. Then another breath. In his head his father was berating him.

      You want to go to prison? Over that girl?

      I risk my neck for you one more time, I’m done. Hear me?

      Lynch lowered again. He needed to be analytical. Logical. Ignore the rage, think through the facts. Forget the panic. That’s what he felt, panic.

      He stared at her empty seat. Her fork. Her glass of wine. The imprints of her lips on the rim. The dregs of chardonnay. The wine she loved.

      He missed her toe playing with his leg.

      Daisy wouldn’t betray him. He offered her everything.

      He didn’t even know why she was recording him. Hell, he recorded people all the time. He took depositions for a living. She could be playing it safe, and that was all.

      Yes. Playing it safe. She was worried to be with him, and who could blame her. Her body was so little compared to his.

      She’d been enthralled. Gazing at him, encouraging him. She glowed, filled him with rapture. She’d taken innocent precautions, that’s all.

      But even so. Evidence was evidence.

      Lynch picked up her glass of water and poured a splash onto her phone. Waited. Nothing happened. Poured more into the charging port.

      Water resistant.

      He picked the phone up and squeezed. Powerful hand bunching. The metal compressed and the plastic case cracked. Water droplets found the straining seams and drained into the phone, into the electronics within…

      The device blinked off. The acrid smell of fried circuits reached his nose. It was dead.

      Lynch didn’t smile. Instead he pursed his lips and laid her napkin over the ruined phone. He withdrew his own device. Pressed record and returned it to his pants.

      Despite her beauty and enthusiasm and vigor, Daisy had to learn.

      He raised his hand to call for their waitress.

      “Take some of this away.” He indicated the food.

      “All done, sir?”

      “We are. And bring the check.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      The waitress reached for the plates, potatoes and fish only half eaten. Instead, Lynch picked up Daisy’s water glass and presented it, forcing her to take it, but he fumbled the handoff.

      The glass hit the table on its bottom edge and water spouted across their dishes. Across her napkin and phone.

      “Oh! Sir! I’m so sorry.”

      Lynch stood and shook water off his hands.

      “Clean up your mess,” he muttered, “you bitch.”
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        * * *

      

      “Looks like Ms. Hathaway went to the restroom,” Craig said over the speaker.

      Jennings’ head rested on the steering wheel and he nodded to himself. He was staring down at his lap and at the bright phone. Impatiently waiting. He’d been in the position for a lifetime. Wondering what Lynch and Hathaway were talking about. Doubting this would ever work. Praying. Doubting some more.

      And then something unexpected happened.

      Hathaway’s dot vanished from the map.
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      Alone in the bathroom, Hathaway smothered a sob into her elbow. She’d already thrown up once and refused to do it again. Elbow across her mouth, staring at her reflection in the mirror, waiting for the pallor to pass. Waiting to stop shaking and sweating.

      Deep breaths. It was almost over. Did she have enough strength? Did she have enough evidence? Lynch had blurted a lot. She’d left her phone, hoping he’d mumble confessions to himself.

      Hathaway washed her hands a third time. She wanted to wash her feet and brush her teeth too.

      She’d rather do anything than go back out there. Than keep smiling at that….at that…madman.

      I do worse than hurt the girls.

      Do as you’re told and it’ll always be delicious.

      I have a field. Beyond the stable.

      A field? What on EARTH did that mean?

      Her stomach roiled again.

      No. I can do this. I can do this for the girls he’ll hurt. I can do this for Daniel. For me.

      She fastened one of the buttons of her shirt. Then another. She was exhausted, worn down by Lynch’s eyes and innuendo. Disgusted with herself and her smiles. For letting him feed her. For playing footsie. Felt like she’d run a marathon. She needed less skin showing now, needed him to cool off before she got into his car.

      Okay. Here we go.

      She crossed herself, something she hadn’t done since high school.

      Give me strength.

      She emerged to find Lynch and the waitress mopping up their table. The woman apologizing, near tears, the other patrons staring.

      “She spilled water everywhere,” groused Lynch. “Our check is paid. We’re getting the hell out and we aren’t coming back.”

      “Sure.” Feeling numb, Hathaway nodded. “I’m ready.”

      She reached by the waitress for her phone. Picked it up and water trickled…

      Oh no.

      “Is it wet? Better leave it turned off, Daisy,” said Lynch. “If there’s water inside, it’ll short-circuit. Leave it off and dry it before trying.”

      But Daisy couldn’t help herself. The phone was her lifeline, the only thing keeping her buoyant. She had to know. She pressed the button but nothing happened.

      No no.

      Again. Pressed it again and again. But the device was cooked.

      “See what you did.” Lynch said it in a low snarl. “You ruined her phone.”

      The waitress, “Sir, I’m so sorry.”

      Fear and frustration ate her courage away and Hathaway felt weak. She had nothing. No recording, no evidence, no proof he hurt women.

      Lynch gripped her upper arm. Steered her toward the side door, closest to his car. His voice hot near her ear.

      “Daisy, I have several unopened phones at my office. You can take your pick. We aren’t using them. I’m taking you there now. You get a phone and I get…whatever I like.”

      She said, “No that’s okay,” or she thought she did but maybe nothing came out.

      She was propelled across the restaurant and into the cold before she knew it.
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        * * *

      

      Lewis’ teeth stopped chattering. “Something is happening.”

      “Craig, Daisy’s gone from my map.”

      “Mine too,” said Murray.

      Lewis pressed himself against the brick to peer into the corner of Bloom. “Mr. Lynch is berating the waitress. There’s been a spill or…I can’t be sure. Something happened. Here comes Ms. Hathaway back from the restroom.”

      Jennings cursed. Said, “Without that dot, I think we need two cars tailing her. I’m en route. ETA five minutes.”

      “Mr. Lynch is furious. Poor Daisy looks wiped out.”

      Murray grunted. “I would be too.”

      “Lynch is taking her…oh dear, is he taking her back to the restroom?”

      “Find out,” said Jennings.

      “I am.”

      “If they both go into the restroom, you go too.”

      "I’m moving for a better view. He’s…no, the date must be over. They left, went out the side.”

      “Damn it.”

      Lewis ran stiffly to the corner of Bloom and peeked around. After staring into the bright restaurant, his night vision was ruined. He searched the alley and said, “I don’t see them.”

      “Where the hell is her dot?” said Jennings.

      Movement near the Getty Mart. Found them, the hurrying couple.

      “There!” Lewis’ harsh whisper. “I see her. Almost to his car.”

      “Roger that. Keep your eyes on that Jaguar.”

      “She’s getting in,” said Lewis.

      “Murray, ready to follow?”

      “Bet your ass.”

      Lewis crept down the sidewalk, shivering, watching. The Jaguar’s engine roared to life.

      “They’re leaving. Mr. Lynch is pulling out from his parking spot on the street. He’s reversing. He’s…no, what’s he doing? He’s…oh dear.”

      “What? Details, Craig.”

      “He’s making an illegal u-turn.”

      “Driving west?’

      “Which way is—”

      “Driving away from Main Street?” said Jennings.

      “Yes!”

      Murray shouting, “She still ain’t on my damn map!”

      “Move your butt, Coach, double-time.” Jennings driving and giving orders over the phone, watching the map in his mind. “Get behind them before they reach 10th Street.”

      “I can’t! I was parked to turn right onto Main, turn onto Wasena! There’s a light and there’s traffic. Gimme a sec.”

      “We don’t have seconds. Daisy’s in the car with a sociopath and we’re about to lose her. Force the issue.”

      “I’m trying!”

      Jennings sounding calm. “Craig, you chasing her?”

      “I’m chasing!” The sound of his frantic breathing distorted their call. “I’m chasing! Trying to get my gun!”

      Jennings ran the red light at Grandin, racing by Patrick Henry High School, accelerating through seventy in a thirty-five. But he was too far.
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        * * *

      

      The con had failed.

      Daisy held the dead phone. Speechless. Watching Lynch make a u-turn, away from Lewis, away from Murray. Lynch was driving angry.

      She understood her life balanced on a knife.

      The Jaguar reached 10th and turned right without slowing. She fumbled in her purse for the can of mace but her fingers weren’t working. Sending no haptic feedback. She had to get out.

      Had to get out of his car right NOW.

      “Mr. Lynch, where are we going?”

      No response.

      She placed a hand on his arm. “Peter?”

      “I’m taking you to my office. The scenic route.”

      His office. Late on a Sunday night. She might not come out whole.

      “Do you think…” Her voice failed her and she tried again. “This street has shadows.”

      “So it does.”

      “Let’s park,” she said.

      His foot came off the accelerator.

      “Park?”

      “You know.” She forced another smile, trying for lecherous, feeling like a sick fraud. “Park. With you and me in the backseat.”

      “Right now. In the backseat.”

      “Why not?”

      Lynch pulled over near the Winchester intersection. Two blocks from Bloom, the Jaguar parked beside a privacy row of hedges. 10th was a side street, none of the houses facing them. He twisted to regard her.

      His mouth was bleeding into his beard. Like he’d gorged on a living animal. She did her best not to scream.

      “Daisy Hathaway. You’re a slut.”

      “Could be fun. Just a few minutes?”

      “In the backseat. You need it now,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “Not exactly romantic, Daisy. But romance is for the weak.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and set it in the cup holder between them. Opened his driver door and got out.

      The cabin light came on and she opened her purse. Peered inside. Rooted with her hand.

      There, the mace, thank God. Her fingers were shaking. She gripped it but her thumb refused to push off the safety.

      Her door opened. Lynch offered his hand. His hairy hand.

      “Looking for a condom?” He was giggling again. The sound revolted her. “I don’t do romance and I don’t do condoms.”

      He pulled her out and she lost the mace.

      She gulped the cold air. Couldn’t get enough. He tried to kiss her but she ducked her head. His fur was everywhere. She couldn’t see past it.

      “So nervous, little girl.” He opened the back door. Pushed her down.

      “Let’s walk first.”

      “Get in now.”

      “Peter—”

      “Do as you’re told.”

      “Walk. Then the backseat.”

      He shoved her head down under the car’s roof and suddenly they were both in the backseat. Daisy scooting backward on her elbows, him crawling over her on all fours like a bear.

      She had the absurd notion that she was living through a movie scene where the heroine was raped. She’d watched enough, casually assuming they’d never happen to her.

      She was pinned. Hard to breathe.

      “No!” A half cry, the sound barely escaping the car.

      “Yes Daisy.”

      He fumbled at her shirt and she gripped his beard with both hands. Black tufts between her knuckles. She screamed and pulled.

      Great chunks of hair ripped out both cheeks. She came away with two fistfuls, and Lynch with fleshy bare spots.

      He howled and reared up. His large head clunked against the roof and he fell out of the backseat, his butt landing on the curb.

      Her hands remained clenched, too scared to let go. Still she popped the far door open and she squirmed toward it on her back.

      “No no no, wicked girl.” Lynch getting to his feet again, his vision blurry with crimson, pain radiating like lightning down his neck, exciting him. “That hurt, Daisy. Wonder how you’d feel with hooks through your ears, dangling from them.”

      He grabbed her ankle and her high-heeled shoe came off. She kicked at him, hyperventilating.

      A massive blast of sound stunned Lynch. Enormously loud in the quiet street, the clapback ricocheting off brick houses. Lynch froze but Hathaway didn’t, her desperation to escape creating a myopia.
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        * * *

      

      The hell was that? Lynch frowned. There shouldn’t be walkers this late, this cold.

      The sound again and the back window of the Jaguar splintered. Cracks starburst from a puncture wound, and Lynch understood he was being shot at.

      “Hey! Hey stop!” Someone shouting.

      They’d been spotted. Lynch forgot Hathaway and lumbered around his front bumper, faster than he’d moved in years. He couldn’t be seen, couldn’t be recognized. His lust frenzy was obliterated by the gunfire, by a sudden focus on survival.

      Hathaway spilled headfirst onto the cold blacktop, glass tinkling.

      Heavily Lynch dropped behind the wheel. He stomped the gas and the sports car surged, the tire inches from Hathaway’s face, and both rear doors slammed shut.

      “Bullshit,” said Lynch, fighting for control. Fleeing.

      Go. Gooooo!

      The spider-webbed rear windshield was opaque. He peered into the sideview. Saw Daisy on her stomach, holding pieces of his face.

      Saw a figure running. The shooter. A dark figure waving a pistol.

      The figure passed under a streetlight and in that instant, as Lynch turned onto Winchester and out of sight, he recognized the former lover of his brother, the gay teacher from his Academy, Mr. Lewis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      Byron Horton clomped up the basement stairs, yawning. He reached the kitchen and stopped as if struck. Hathaway and four men stared at him, frustration evident.

      He pulled the video game headset off his ears.

      “What’s going on?”

      “It’s okay, Byron.” Hathaway shot him a look, the ghost of a smile long dead. “I’m handling it.”

      Eyes wide. “But…what’s the deal?”

      “Trust me. We’re fine.”

      “Are you hurt?” said Byron.

      “No.”

      “Should I call the police?”

      A man sitting at the kitchen table waved a hand. A big guy with a scary face. “I’m a private cop and I’m already here.”

      “Byron, did you come up for a soda? They’re in the fridge.”

      “Yeah, but…are we in danger?”

      She said, “Everything’s fine.”

      “You got me spooked. If something’s going on with my girlfriend, shouldn’t I know?”

      “Yes,” said the second man sitting at the table. He looked athletic and fit. And he looked angry. “Yes you should’ve.”

      Byron swallowed. “I’m really freaked out. You get that, right babe?”

      “I know it looks weird, Byron. These are colleagues from school. We’re talking.”

      “About what?”

      “I’ll explain later.”

      Byron wanted to argue but the handsome athletic guy at the table unnerved him. So did the private cop. They wanted him back downstairs and wanted him there pronto.

      “Sure,” he said slowly. “I guess.”

      “Thank you.” Hathaway smiled again.

      “Call me if you need me?”

      “I will.”

      Byron returned to the basement, his soda forgotten.

      Murray, leaning against the wall, rolled his eyes. On his list of guys who didn’t deserve a Daisy Hathaway, the boy in the basement ranked near the top.

      After an awful moment of silence, Craig Lewis urged, “Back to the topic at hand.”

      “There’s no way Lynch knew he was being recorded?” said the private cop, Mackenzie August. Jennings hadn’t known who else to call.

      Hathaway shook her head. “I don’t think so. He was spilling secrets.”

      “The girls he hurts and the field. Do you know what it means?”

      “No.”

      Jennings remembered, barely recognizable through the haze, journalist Kabir Patel mentioning the buried Californian woman. The one with ripped ears. But he didn’t know what to do with that either.

      “The chances of your phone short-circuiting are astronomical,” said August.

      “I agree. But water was everywhere and the waitress was crying…” said Hathaway.

      “What do we do?” said Craig.

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      “We have to do something. She was in his backseat, screaming! I heard it. She ripped out his beard.” Lewis had been red in the face before Byron appeared, and he was again.

      “And you shot his car,” said August.

      “I did.”

      “Why?”

      “I heard her shouting.”

      “You always shoot at women you hear shout?”

      Lewis paused. “I didn’t shoot at her.”

      “You live around there?”

      “No.”

      “You happened to go for a walk carrying a sidearm?”

      “I have a permit.”

      “Get the permit within the last five years?” said August.

      “I don’t remember. That’s not the issue!”

      “Does Lynch know it was you?”

      “I don’t think he saw my face.”

      “Hope not, because Lynch will suspect entrapment. He’ll grill your ass over the gun. He’ll make it part of the issue. You might get rung up for discharging a firearm in the city and reckless endangerment. Might end up paying for his car repairs, Mr. Lewis.”

      “That’s outrageous.”

      Jennings was quiet. This was his fault and he knew it and so did August, though the man hadn’t said it out loud. He had the queasy feeling he still wore an Army rucksack, loaded with shame and guilt and fury, and he was staggering under the weight. It’s easy to identify a commanding officer overcome by events.

      Hathaway said, “He was sexually assaulting me. Mr. Lewis heard it. I ripped out his hair to get away. That counts for nothing?” A few pieces of hair were on the table, the only pathetic proof they had.

      “I’m not saying that. I’m saying Lynch is a tricky sonofabitch.”

      “If it was someone other than Lynch,” said Jennings, “what would we do?”

      “If it was someone other than Lynch, I’d drive to his house right now and haul him out by his ear.”

      “That’s outrageous!”

      “Of course it is, Mr, Lewis,” said August. “Nothing about the justice system is just. I tried to explain this to Jennings earlier and now here we are again. This is a game of proof, and if you don’t play it right you’ll lose. His father’s the chief, His brother’s the judge. What do you have? You have your word against his, and you have what looks like entrapment and a pedestrian taking very ill-advised potshots. You have nothing proving all the other stuff. If we bring Lynch in, you’ll be in a mess up to your eyeballs and I’m not so sure you won’t get your asses kicked. I want you to win, not hurry.”

      “What about the hair I pulled out?” Hathaway’s voice was soft.

      “I know that was scary, Ms. Hathaway. And you did great. But a good lawyer like him can fight against it. If you insist, I’ll go bang on his door right now. I’m on your side. But you need to be sure, because Lynch has faced this before and he didn’t lose.”

      Jennings said, “Do you have a better idea?”

      “I have a suggestion.”

      “We’re listening.”

      “Give me a day. That’s my suggestion. Let me talk to a cop I know and an attorney. See what they say. I’ve been doing this long enough to know, if you rush then you lose. There’s a stupid way to do this and we need to know what that stupid way is and not do it.”

      Hathaway searched Jennings’ eyes for wisdom. For courage. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know. But we could use more allies,” he said.

      “Right about that.” Murray still stood in the corner. “Be nice if one of the allies was a brother.”

      August said, “I’m not saying they’re allies. I’m saying they have experience and they do their job well.”

      “Any of them black?” said Murray.

      “In fact, yeah. The defense lawyer I mentioned, he’s black. He’s young and wild, but you can trust him.”

      “Good. Could use another black man,” said Murray and August grinned.

      Jennings said, “Okay, August. Talk to the people you mentioned and keep me posted.”

      “Got a plastic baggie? That hair is evidence. I’ll give it to the cop I know and he’ll secure it in an evidence locker.” Hathaway stood and opened a drawer. August took a baggie from her. “This is a dangerous game. Sometimes they don’t end well.”

      Hathaway said, “It wasn’t a game to Kelly Carson. She was just a teenager, Mr. August. She couldn’t run, not until it was too late. The next girl, her odds will be worse than ours.”

      “If we run, we’re guilty. So I won’t,” said Jennings.

      “What he’s saying, Mr. August, is that something’s wrong with the world. It’s broken,” said Lewis. “And we’re pressed against the brokenness and we have a choice. Mr. Lynch isn’t the source of brokenness, but he’s something broken about the world that can be fixed. And if we don’t, who are we? What will we do with the evil in front of us? That’s the choice.”

      August said, “You’re speaking my language, Mr. Lewis. I’m buying everything you’re selling. This is what I do for a living. The only thing necessary for evil to triumph is for good men and women to do nothing, and all that. But, as you found out tonight, there is a cost. Are you ready to pay it?”

      “I am,” said Jennings.

      “But what if it isn’t you that’s gotta pay, Jennings? What if it’s someone else in the room?”

      Jennings tried to answer but couldn’t. Tonight it’d been Hathaway.

      “No one is forcing us,” said Lewis. “We volunteered.”

      “It’s Lynch the one forcing us. My job’s already gone, he told me,” said Murray.

      “Stay alive. Don’t. Die. You’re currently my favorite people in Roanoke.” August went to the door, holding the baggie of hair. “You got another phone?”

      “Yes.” Hathaway nodded absently. “An old one.”

      “Activate it. Stay near Jennings. You guys call me if you need me. I’m close.”

      He left and the four in the kitchen didn’t speak. Gravid silence reigned.
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      The Monday before Thanksgiving was warm but Hathaway dressed in boots, slacks, long sleeves, and a scarf.

      Old Monty’s office was a cacophony of ringing phones and jostling teachers and boys with issues. She checked her mailbox before class and discovered a new iPhone. Still sealed in the Apple box. Her stomach twisted. She glanced at the attached note to verify it was from Lynch. She crumpled the paper and deposited it into the trash. She wrote her own note, Merry Christmas! Attached it to the unopened phone and slid it into the custodian’s mailbox.

      The day passed in a fog. She felt okay, retaining the strong notion Lynch had caused no lasting damage. What haunted her the most last night was the memory of gore leaking from his mouth.

      Students left her classroom after the final bell and Dean Gordon stepped in. He closed the door.

      Hathaway was weary of men coming into her room and closing the door. Daniel always left it open. Waited by it until invited.

      “Ms. Hathaway. I need a moment.”

      “Certainly, Mr. Gordon.”

      He set his phone on a student desk. Took a moment to express regret. “Peter Lynch came by my office.”

      Hathaway hadn’t eaten today, yet her stomach lurched again. What now.

      “Alright,” she said.

      “I’ll never pry into your private life, Ms. Hathaway. I don’t care who you date and it’s not my business what you do.”

      Hathaway had the sensation she stood on a trapdoor and Gordon was waving the trigger at her.

      “But, unfortunately, your date last night warrants a discussion,” he said.

      “My date.”

      “With Peter Lynch.”

      She swallowed accumulating saliva. “What’d he tell you?”

      “Did you know part of your date was being recorded?”

      “What?”

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      “What… Which part?”

      “The end. In the car.”

      “He recorded that? And played it for you? What’d you hear?” she said.

      “Enough.” He pointed at both of his cheeks. “Mr. Lynch’s face looks rough, Ms. Hathaway. His beard.”

      “I…” She paused. On unsteady ground. The trapdoor threatening. “What’d he tell you?”

      “That he’s not pressing charges. And he doesn’t wish for you to be disciplined by the school…yet. But he asked me to convey that he no longer feels you should be on the holiday party planning committee. And from now on, your parent teacher conferences with him should be supervised.”

      “You have the recording? Play it for me.”

      Gordon pressed a finger onto the screen of his phone and immediately the room was filled with the brassy sound.

      Hathaway’s voice. “Mr. Lynch, where are we going?”

      Lynch’s voice. “I’m taking you home, Daisy.”

      In the car, after Bloom, turning onto 10th. Hathaway sat down before she fell.

      “This street has shadows.”

      “So it does.”

      “Let’s park.”

      Through the recording, Hathaway heard the Jaguar’s engine rev down. She started to sweat.

      “Park?” said Lynch.

      “You know. Park. With you and me in the backseat.” Her own voice, coaxing Peter Lynch into sex.

      “Right now. In the backseat.”

      “Why not?”

      “Daisy…”

      Her breath caught. The recording was doctored! He’d called her a whore then, or a slut, or something, and it was gone from the file. Lynch had spliced fragments together.

      Hathaway tasted bile.

      “Could be fun. Just a few minutes?” she was saying.

      “In the backseat.”

      “Yes.”

      “Not exactly romantic, Daisy.” Movement. Car doors. Hathaway closed her eyes, pictured herself rooting in her purse. She felt Gordon watching her face. “Looking for a condom? …So nervous.”

      More noises. Him grunting. Hathaway immediately understood he’d driven around in his Jaguar after fleeing the scene and made those noises with the intention of splicing them in later. Sexual sounds.

      Hathaway’s voice, out of context, “Please. Yes.”

      “Yes Daisy….ouch. Stop, Daisy.” Him shouting in pain. “That hurt.”

      The audio stopped there like a gunshot.

      Gordon said, “Mr. Lynch told me that’s when you ripped out his beard.”

      Hathaway went to the trashcan and dry heaved. Her stomach tried to void itself but was already empty. Again and again. She placed her hands on the trashcan rim and that was all that held her up. Coughing.

      When she stopped she was shaking and sweaty.

      Gordon cracked a can of Sprite and set it on her desk; he’d hurried to the vending machine while her head was in the trash can. He was shaken and sweaty too.

      “Ms. Hathaway, should I call the nurse?”

      She tried to grip the Sprite but couldn’t.

      “No thank you.”

      “What about Mr. Jennings? He was a medic.”

      Some illogical, irrational, girly part of her mind rebelled against the thought of Daniel seeing her like this.

      “I’ll live.” She sank into her chair and held the Sprite with both hands. The chill revived her, focused her.

      “Was it the audio that upset you, Ms. Hathaway?”

      Using both hands, she raised the can to her lips and drank. Refreshing. Perfect. Her stomach unclenched. “This Sprite is delicious. Thank you.”

      They sat quietly for a full minute. Hathaway willing the tremors to subside and sipping Sprite and wondering what to do about the audio, wondering if rumors of her being a slut for Lynch were already circulating. Gordon silently scrutinized her, bearing the countenance of a man listening to warning bells.

      “Ms. Hathaway, our official meeting is over. I said what I need to, as the dean. So I will leave the moment you ask me to, because now this is unofficial. And I will confess, that audio shocks me.”

      If Hathaway could’ve laughed, she would have. “Me too.”

      “It’s genuine, I assume.”

      She didn’t answer. She closed her eyes and gave consideration to crying.

      He said, “Ms. Hathaway?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me, Mr. Gordon.”

      “You know, Daniel Jennings said something very similar.”

      “He did?” Eyes snapped open. “When?”

      “Two weeks ago, approximately. When his truck was vandalized. He said he knew who did it but couldn’t tell me.” When Hathaway didn’t respond, he continued, “I know this is not my business. But are you still engaged?”

      “I don’t know anymore.”

      “Was Mr. Lynch telling the truth? Did you go on a date with him last night?”

      “I did.”

      “Is the audio genuine?”

      Hathaway was unsure how to proceed.

      Gordon had sprung the trapdoor and she’d fallen. Her violent reaction, however, had startled him. Now, pathetic and vulnerable, she wondered how far she could trust the dean. Not with all of it, because that would be turning the spotlight onto her cohorts too.

      She said, “Much of it is genuine. But it’s out of order. He spliced and deleted important sections.”

      Gordon leaned back in his chair. “What did he delete?”

      “I asked him to stop several times. I said I changed my mind and wanted to walk. He deleted that. I ripped out his beard when he refused.”

      “He attacked you? In the backseat?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s a weighty accusation, Ms. Hathaway.”

      “And an honest one.”

      “Did you call the police?”

      Hathaway didn’t reply. Didn’t know how to reply. So she sipped her soda and wished she’d never come to Roanoke to teach.

      Gordon said, “If the recording was doctored, an audio analysis will show it. But I don’t know where that would leave me.”

      “Nor me.”

      “Let’s say, hypothetically, I believe you, Ms. Hathaway. What would you like me to do?”

      Mackenzie August’s words leapt into her mind.

      Give me a day. Let me talk to a cop I know and an attorney. See what they say.

      There’s a stupid way to do this. Let’s not do it that way.

      “I don’t know,” said Hathaway. “Honestly. But I’ll get back to you.”

      “Mr. Jennings said that too.” Gordon pursed his lips thoughtfully, fingering the phone. “In the meantime, I think I’ll have this audio file examined by our tech guy. If it’s obviously been spliced together—”

      “Mr. Gordon, that file… I said things last night that I prefer no one hear. Ever. Please don’t—”

      “Of course, you’re right. I wasn’t thinking clearly.” He sighed and raked his hair with his fingers. “The situation has me turned around. I apologize. Perhaps I can open the file with Garage Band and personally look at the sound closely.”

      “Or you can take my word for it.”

      A sympathetic smile. “I’m afraid this is a trust-but-verify issue. If it’s your word against his, it behooves me to know who is being dishonest about the audio.”

      If it’s my word against the man who pays your salary, thought Hathaway, then a Sprite is the only help I can expect.
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      Mackenzie August knocked on Jennings’ door that evening at seven. He came in and tossed a baggie of hair toward Jennings.

      “Guess what that is.”

      Jennings, unsettled by the entry, held it up. “Looks like the bag of hair from last night.”

      “It is. You know whose hair?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Guess whose hair.”

      Jennings examined the baggie. It looked…different. “Is it not Lynch’s facial hair?”

      “Nope. The hair in that bag belongs to a dog. A German shepherd, my guess. Smell it.”

      A dog?

      “No, August. No way. I personally picked Daisy off the street. She held this hair in her hands. She had blood under her nails.”

      “I’m not saying you didn’t, Jennings. I’m saying, smell the hair.”

      Jennings pulled the baggie open and said, “Oof,” because the strong scent of a dog puffed from it.

      “You get it?” said August.

      “What… No, I don’t get it.”

      “Last night I went to see the cop I know. McGee, good guy, we’ve helped each other out in the past. I explained the situation and he took the hair to an evidence locker. And now, today, that’s what we have. Dog hair.

      “But—”

      “It gets worse, Jennings. That cop I talked to, McGee? He was just transferred."

      “No way.”

      “Chief Gibbs called him in. Said Roanoke County is making some cuts, which is true, I know. He’s gotta ditch some payroll. Also true, but McGee’s head was nowhere near the chopping block. He’s not that new. However today was his last day. But, get this, there’s a job waiting for him in Martinsville. Starts tomorrow but he had to accept it immediately. Said maybe he could come back in a year.”

      Jennings felt the room spin. “Gibbs knows about last night.”

      “He does. And he found out quick.”

      “That means McGee told someone.”

      “And that person told someone else. One of them sold him out for a promotion.”

      Jennings sealed the bag again. Now that he looked closer, the hair was obviously not human. He tossed it into the trash.

      “Lynch got us twice today. He was recording his conversation with Daisy. He played it for the school’s dean, and it’s humiliating. She sounds like a deviant sex addict. The audio was clipped in places to make it sound worse, but she doesn’t want it heard by anyone.”

      “Damn, the man’s clever. You see what you’re up against, Jennings?”

      “A lawyer, a judge, and a corrupt chief. Outgunned.”

      “Bingo. And it’s driving you crazy.”

      “Makes me think I should just knock on his door and pull the trigger. Simpler that way,” said Jennings.

      “If you do, he wins. He’ll have broken you.”

      “I know.”

      “I looked you up, Jennings. You’re impressive as hell. Salutatorian and Green Beret medic. If anyone can beat him, it’s you. But not if you’re dead. You wade any father into their territory, there’s no evac chopper you can radio for.”

      Jennings was nodding, eyes far off.

      August said, “I’m up to my ears in work, helping with a murder trial. But I’ll be free of it in ten days. When I am, I’ll contact you. We’ll talk it through. Maybe figure out a way to nail his ass to the wall. Until then—”

      “Don’t die.”

      “Don’t die. Don’t do something stupid. Don’t go to prison. And stay near Daisy. You do all that, you’re gonna win. Eventually.”
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      Nail his ass to the wall.

      I wish someone would kill Peter Lynch.

      Jennings sat on the floor of his bedroom. He hadn’t moved in an hour, guilt playing like a movie he couldn’t look away from. He didn’t have the heart to call Hathaway this late and dump the bad news. Nor Murray or Lewis.

      This was his fault. It hadn’t been his idea, it had been Hathaway’s, but he should have shot it down. He’d known the chances of success were slim. Mackenzie August was right, doing stupid things meant Lynch was winning.

      Nail his ass.

      Kill him.

      Jennings pulled the long bag from under his bed. Unzipped it.

      His grandfather’s Browning shone dully in the overhead light, the black barrel and wooden stock. He picked it up and checked again to ensure the barrel was empty.

      Pulled the stock to his shoulder and sighted along the rib. Aimed at his coffee maker in the kitchen. Squeezed the trigger and the firing pin clicked.

      “Bang.”

      Jennings hated Lynch. He couldn’t remember hating anyone before. Worse than hated him. Wanted him dead. He’d taken fire from insurgents in Afghanistan and he hadn’t hated them.

      He pressed the top lever to release the lock. Opened the breach, cocking the action. Snapped it closed again. Swiveled to aim at another Peter Lynch—the kitchen chair through his bedroom doorway.

      Click.

      “Bang.”

      Could he gun Lynch down? Doubtful. Killing someone was an enormous thing, like the concept of infinity, too big to grasp.

      Besides, he’d go to jail the rest of his life. Decades sitting on a bunk, staring at a spot between his feet, wishing he hadn’t. Exactly what Mackenzie August was worried about.

      Such was Jennings’ anguish that he felt his mind unraveling at the thought of jail, the act of murder, the concept of infinity. Watching himself shoot Lynch, watching the man’s face disintegrate, and time spiraling into endlessness in a metal cage.

      Just a drop of hate into the waters of his mind and already he was poisoned.

      But what if he could get away with it? What if, in some alternate universe, he could blow a hole through Lynch and never be a suspect? Hate roiled and he felt dizzy. Would he? Could he?

      Sleep was elusive and it came with nightmares, so Jennings waited for dawn with coffee and Erik Larson’s novel open but unread. When the sun rose, it found Jennings with red eyes and the shotgun still cradled in his arms.
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      Tuesday was the last school day before Thanksgiving break. Hathaway arrived that morning with her car packed and when the final bell rang she marched to her Lexus IS and drove straight to her parents’ house in northern Albemarle County. She correctly assumed Byron had no idea when Thanksgiving was and that he wouldn’t realize she was gone for at least a day, and she needed a break. From everything.

      Wednesday, Coach Murray took his family to see relatives in Virginia Beach and they stayed three days.

      On Thursday Craig Lewis walked in the Roanoke Rescue Mission’s Drumstick Dash and afterward helped serve food at the cafeteria before his sister and her husband arrived from Savannah.

      Not all Academy students returned home. The campus remained open for the boys with nowhere to go and Jennings had volunteered to be the campus parent over the break; he made plans to see his mother next week, and they’d celebrate Christmas when his brother flew in from Italy in December. He served turkey and mashed potatoes and gravy and apple pie in the dining hall, all purchased from The Fresh Market.

      Hathaway and the three men remained in contact during the break, texting daily. From Peter Lynch they heard not a peep.

      Jennings passed his free time researching shotgun suppressors. For amusement purposes only, he told himself, feeling feverish with the items on his screen.

      The trouble was, attaching a suppressor—sometimes called a silencer—made the shotgun ridiculously long and cumbersome. The final result looked like a cannon. Until he stumbled upon the Salvo 12.8, Saturday afternoon.

      A suppressor much smaller than its competitors. Good reviews. Jennings opened the manual online and read.

      At some point halfway through, Jennings decided to place an order with the nearest Class 3 firearms dealer. He bypassed the ATF tax stamp with his Top Secret SCI clearance, a perk from the Green Berets. Looking back on it later, he didn’t remember filling out the paperwork, his functions running on febrile instinct.

      The confirmation email shocked him; there it was in black and white, like the headline on a newspaper declaring war—congratulations on his purchase of a Salvo shotgun suppressor, ready for pickup in three days.
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      Sunday morning and Roanoke woke to a bitter frost.

      Peter Lynch’s Jaguar pulled into the Carilion Wellness Center at 8:30 a.m. The lot was largely vacant but he parked in the farthest spot and walked. Over the holiday break, the Jaguar’s rear windshield had been replaced and the upholstery of the passenger seat repaired. Lynch wore a blue peacoat that reached his knees—the collar turned up—plus a scarf, sunglasses, and a Yorkshire driving cap.

      Lynch never wore hats.

      The Carilion Wellness Center was the gym for Roanoke’s finest. Where a subculture of wealthy retired guys played racquetball. Where the young and ambitious jogged the track and chatted at the lockers. Gossip and business deals swapped in the steam room.

      Lynch opened his locker. Despite only patronizing the gym once every few months, he’d paid to have a locker reserved and adorned with his name. He changed into a sweatsuit, deposited his peacoat and other clothes, and closed the locker door. The padlock, however, remained open. He lumbered to the relative privacy of the cardio room, where he mounted a stationary bike in the far corner and watched the clock.

      Homer Caldwell arrived thirty minutes later. He wore a scarf too, just like Mr. Lynch had ordered.

      Caldwell’s mind was sharp and he kept Mr. Lynch’s orders foremost in his thoughts. Anything to make Mr. Lynch happy. He wanted to pause at the cardio room and wave to his employer, who should be on a bike, but he didn’t.

      In the locker room, Caldwell kept his head down and avoided eye contact. The two strangers there took second glances at him. He withdrew a slip of paper and read the number again. He found the right locker, the one with Peter Lynch’s name on it.

      Beneath Mr. Lynch’s locker was an empty one. Caldwell undressed to his underwear and placed his clothes into that empty locker. He plucked a clean towel from the bin and plunged into the steam room. It was vacant, a relief for Caldwell; he understood his large size and the distinct shape of his face sometimes caused distress. Mr. Lynch told him he was an ugly mongoloid but hadn’t kicked him out.

      Caldwell looked at his watch and grinned. He’d got himself into the steam room two minutes early.

      The watch face fogged over.

      In the cardio room, Peter Lynch got off the exercise bike. This was the portion of his plan he dreaded, a step fragile and easily broken—he could walk into the locker room and find his Giant Mongoloid confused and crying. A distinct possibility and he was prepared to walk away if it happened.

      The room was clear, however, and his teeth ceased their gnashing.

      Lynch grabbed a toiletry bag from his locker and a towel from the bin, and he pulled the door for the white-tiled corridor, warm and wet. Eight shower stalls, a whirlpool, and a steam room branched off the corridor. Caldwell should be in the steam room but Lynch wouldn’t risk looking in.

      His preferred shower stall was open and he claimed it. The stall consisted of the outer dressing area and the inner shower. He twitched the privacy curtain closed, sealing himself into the stall, hidden from the hallway. He twisted the water nozzle and aimed the spraying head toward the wall, away from him. He undressed, stepped into the shower, and pulled across the waterproof plastic lining curtain. He’d left a gap sufficient enough to see through his private dressing area and into the hallway beyond. He could see both corridor entrances.

      In the steam, Homer Caldwell sweated for thirty minutes, wiping his watch face over and over. The instant the minute hand reached 10:00, Caldwell left the steam room, weak and withered from the heat, and he showered.

      Trying not to grin, he opened Mr. Lynch’s locker and dressed in Mr. Lynch’s clothes. Caldwell had eagerly looked forward to this since last night. Mr. Lynch was a little bigger than him but the clothes fit fine, nicer than his own. He inexpertly wrapped the scarf around his neck and tugged on the Yorkshire cap.

      As he neared the locker room exit, he remembered his instructions. Check your reflection, Homer. Don’t you dare forget to check your fucking reflection. Caldwell returned to the mirror. Sure enough, he’d buttoned the peacoat wrong and his fly was down. And he’d forgotten the sunglasses! Carefully he righted the buttons and zipped himself and returned to the locker for the sunglasses. Back at the mirror, he slid on the glasses and sunk his face into the scarf. And he allowed himself to smile.

      He’d done it.

      Caldwell left the locker room and didn’t look at anyone, face hidden. Didn’t speak because he knew his articulation gave him away. On his way out, the desk attendant wished him a good day, silently amused at Mr. Lynch and his outfit. In the parking lot, Caldwell fixed his eyes on Mr. Lynch’s Jaguar and walked straight to it, twice reminding himself not to look in the direction of his own car.

      The car unlocked automatically as he neared, sensing the key in the peacoat’s pocket. Caldwell giggled to himself and slid behind the wheel.

      The security cameras, always recording, watched the indistinct man in the scarf and hat get into the Jaguar and drive away, the sports car making the turn too sharp and bottoming out on the curb.

      Within his dark shower stall, Lynch waited in ambush with the patience of a leopard.
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        * * *

      

      Craig Lewis arrived at the Carilion Wellness Center ten minutes after Homer left. A creature of habit, Lewis parked his Honda Accord close to the doors in the same spot he always chose when available, and he said good morning to the same desk attendant he always did.

      He attended three cycling classes a week and it’d been two years since he’d missed the Sunday morning 10:30 session. Routines were important.

      Already dressed in cycling gear, he deposited his bag in the locker room and hurried upstairs to claim his favorite bike.

      A full hour later Lewis returned, dripping with sweat. Standing at their lockers, he chatted with friends he’d made in the class over the summer. Normally Lewis didn’t mind but today he was forced to listen to stories about grandchildren. Ghastly.

      After making the polite and appropriate remarks, he went to the steam room while his friends showered and left. The steam room was empty and Lewis let his weariness sweat out.
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        * * *

      

      In the dim light of his shower cave, Peter Lynch withdrew two extra large latex gloves from his toiletry bag. He snapped them on and remained calm, peering through the gap in his curtains. This was no time for wild rage. He had to maintain focus and control, like in a courtroom.

      Lewis emerged from the steam pink and wrinkly. He chose the shower stall at the far end, adjacent to Lynch’s. He pulled the privacy curtain closed and dropped the towel, just visible on the floor. Lynch heard him twist the nozzle and step into the spray.

      The white-tiled corridor was empty.

      Dripping, Lynch exited his own dressing stall and entered Lewis’, the one adjacent. He twitched the privacy curtain closed, sealing them in.

      Lewis was pumping the shampoo dispenser when he noticed the plastic curtain dim, like a light had gone out. He pushed it aside to peek.

      Peter Lynch was naked and hideous and smiling beyond the plastic.

      Lewis tried to say, “Good God!” but he was gathered into Lynch’s arms and crushed against his immense and terrible flesh. Lynch outweighed him by a hundred and twenty pounds.

      There emitted from the shower no sounds of struggle. Lewis’ arms were pinned, his feet lifted from the floor. His face was sealed against Lynch’s chest, the screams shut inside his mouth. The words being whispered into his ear were lost in the spray.

      Water ran in rivulets over Peter Lynch’s closed eyes. He drank in Craig Lewis’ agony. The dissipating life sated him, quenched the seething inferno of his mind, and soon he was limp with relief. He cradled the man to his breast for sixty seconds after the writhing ceased, and at last the corpse was allowed to slump to the shower floor.

      Last night, as he pictured the current scene, he imagined that he would urinate on Lewis’ body, a final show of disrespect, punishment for daring to fire a gun at him. Now, however, he felt no need. The halls of his mind were sweet and clean. In such a rare mood, he forgave Daisy her betrayal. All his punitive plans for her, erased. She had been in awe of him, it was that simple, and who could blame her, a sacrificial virgin trembling before the might of a volcano. He enjoyed visions of her, nubile and innocent, before returning to the task at hand.

      A medical examiner would determine instantly that Craig Lewis had been smothered to death—the tell-tale bloodshot eyes, the high level of carbon dioxide in the blood, the bruising around his nose and mouth. There was no need to pretend something else had happened in the shower.

      Lynch reached into the changing area for his toiletry bag. He withdrew tweezers and a brush and a spray bottle. Inside the bottle was a cocktail of Nucleoclean and LookOut DNA Erase.

      Hidden behind two curtains, Lynch had ample time to remove or destroy all incriminating genetic evidence. Lewis had scratched him with fingernails and toenails, and so all ten were carefully scrubbed with the brush and sanitized with the spray. He used tweezers to remove long hairs from Lewis’ lips and eyelashes, and he washed Lewis’ sparse hair thoroughly to ensure none of his own remained. The dead man hadn’t been able to pry his jaws apart enough to bite him, but still Lynch scrubbed the tongue and teeth, and he filled the mouth and nasal cavities with his decontaminating spray, more effective than bleach. He soaked a washcloth in the solution and scoured Lewis’ face and eyes and hands and feet and genitals. He used the remaining spray to coat Lewis’ body and let the shower wash it down the drain, ensuring no traceable evidence would be found in the pipes.

      Thirty minutes of careful labor and the shower was sterile. A small contained area made the job easier than in the past.

      The hallway empty again, Lynch left the murder scene and returned to his shower and washed off the potent smell of his cocktail. He scrubbed for ten minutes before toweling and changing in the locker room, donning Caldwell’s clothing, snug. Head down into the same scarf Caldwell had worn, Lynch exited the Wellness Center through the service entrance to the old car waiting for him.

      As it goes in gyms, men came and went. Seeing a shower occupied, they moved onto the next one, none of them aware the hot water they heard within was soaking a corpse. The body of Craig Lewis wasn’t discovered until closing, ten hours later. Rigor mortis made him nearly impossible to move.
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      Jennings was trying and failing to read All This Marvelous Potential, a book about Robert F. Kennedy. Jennings didn’t care a thing for politics but the youngest, quietest, most pious of the Kennedy family fascinated him. RFK didn’t fit with the Kennedy kin and he’d died too young. This was the third book he’d purchased about the man but now the words kept blurring. It was late and he was in bed.

      The phone rang. His optimism grabbed onto the hope that it was Daisy.

      But, no, it was someone else—Kelly Carson, the attractive, depressed, dog-walking step-daughter of Peter Lynch. Jennings rebuked himself for his accelerated pulse; he was no high school boy pining for a phone call. Without getting up from his bed, Jennings glanced at the time and answered.

      “Hello Kelly.”

      “You remember me, Dan.”

      “Of course.”

      “Is this too late? Ahh man, I didn’t know it was that late.”

      “No, I’m not sleeping much,” he said.

      “Because of Peter? Shit. I shouldn’t have told you that stuff.”

      “Somebody should be worried about him. May as well be me.”

      Carson made a snickering noise. “That’s wild. That’s a wild way to see life. You’re a do-gooder, huh.”

      “Maybe. How’re you?”

      “I’m high.”

      “On?”

      “Usual shit. Plus OxyContin.”

      “Not wise, Kelly.”

      “I know.”

      “I was on opioids for a while.” Jennings was lonely; anxiety was on the prowl and the intimate voice in his ear wasn’t unwelcome and he had no desire to quickly disconnect. Besides maybe he’d learn something useful about Lynch.

      If only it’d been Daisy.

      “Why?” she said.

      “Traumatic injury.”

      “But you quit it?”

      “Fast as I could.”

      “Probably a good idea. Probably a gooooood idea.”

      “Life’s hard enough without addictions.”

      “You’re a frickin’ Boy Scout, is what you are.”

      Jennings adjusted his head on the pillow so the phone could lay beside him unsupported. He laced his hands over his stomach. “I read a lot too. How lame am I.”

      “Deep down all I want,” said Carson, “is for a tall handsome guy who reads to love me the rest of my life. So maybe not so lame. But he’s gotta have tattoos and a record, so you’re out. You’re out.”

      Jennings had tattoos. But he kept quiet about it.

      “I’m calling…” she said. “I bet you’re wondering why. This isn’t a drunk dial.”

      “Sounds like it is.”

      “I mean…kinda, but not really. I didn’t know who else to call. And when we talked you seemed, you know, trust wordy.”

      “Trustworthy.”

      “Shut up,” she said. “I’m fine.”

      “So if this isn’t a drunk dial, what is it?”

      “I stress about Peter. I think he’s outside my window. He’s not, but I think he is. Like he’s everywhere. So I just wondered…wondered if you were still chasing him.”

      “I am. And getting nowhere.”

      “Has he hurt anyone?”

      Yes, my friend Daisy. Scared the hell out of her in the backseat of a car.

      “No,” said Jennings.

      “That’s good. That’s good. And Benji? He’s okay?”

      “As far as I know. Maybe you can help. I talked to Kabir Patel, the journalist. He mentioned some girls went missing in California. Do you know anything about that?”

      “Normally I’d hang up,” she said, “but, Dan, I’m high. Drunk and high, caution to the wind. So here goes. I suspect Peter kills prostitutes who anger him.”

      Carson had trouble with the word suspect. Sounded like suptect.

      “Why do you suspect that?”

      “Cause he’s a psycho.”

      Sociopath, more likely.

      “He had whores, Daniel. Maybe not whores but stupid girls. Maybe both. He didn’t hide them after my mom moved into a different bedroom. He couldn’t kill my mom but he could kill the whores.”

      “You think he’s a serial killer?”

      “No. No because I looked it up once. A series… a serial killer does a bunch because he has to, does it the same way over and over, and maybe for no reason, I think? Peter does it cause he gets angry. He likes to discs…discipline. But he’s no idiot, he knew my mom would be missed, knew I would be missed, but the whores? Some of them, illegal aliens or trafficked girls, no one would miss them. Or, I mean, no one could do anything about it if they were. Do you know what I’m trying to say?”

      “Do you have proof?” said Jennings.

      “Nope. I got nothing except OxyContin and Xanax and Cymbalta.”

      “Do you know anything about a field?”

      “Nnnnnope. What about a field?”

      “I don’t know. I’m lost.”

      “Oh man, listen, I gotta go,” she said.

      “That was quick.”

      "My Sonata is kicking in.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A pill. For sleeping.”

      “You’re on too many meds, Kelly.”

      “And you have a sexy voice, Daniel. Want to talk dirty while I go to sleep?”

      “Maybe next time.”

      “Right but call me again. Tell me how…” Pause for a throaty yawn. “…how it’s going. Because I’d feel better… if I didn’t think he was out my window.”

      “You bet.”

      She said, “I really hope…you’re okay…” Based on her noises, Carson fell into sleep then. She said something else but it was gibberish and her breaths deepened. Daniel didn’t hang up. Her breathing was a comfort. Like he wasn’t alone. He didn’t disconnect because the sound made him feel better.

      “I’m losing my mind,” he whispered to himself.
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      Francis Lynch strode through the Roanoke County Police station like a wraith, pale and other, not checking his pace at the front desk. The cops knew who he was, the judge of 23rd Judicial Court; they watched him pass silently and they shared glances freighted with meaning.

      Francis knocked on an office in the back and Chief Gibbs looked up over his reading glasses. He’d been peering at something on his computer screen.

      “I mighta guessed.”

      “Good afternoon, Chief. My God you look old.”

      Gibbs grunted and Francis seemed to enter without moving. He twitched off his black leather gloves, finger by finger.

      “I heard the news.”

      Gibbs said, “What news?”

      “You know what news.”

      “I want you to say it.”

      “Craig Lewis was murdered.”

      “Yeah, and what’s that to you?”

      “Years ago we were acquaintances and I valued him highly. Recently I saw him at dinner with Daniel Jennings. The same Daniel Jennings my brother has mentioned twice.”

      “How were you and Craig acquaintances?” said Gibbs.

      “Chief.”

      “You were gay lovers.”

      For a long moment, Francis held Chief Gibbs with his eyes, a stare hardened from his omnipotence on the bench. Gibbs, however, wore the armor of fatherhood and his years with the badge, and the resultant friction threatened to turn the little office ugly.

      “If you weren’t such an ass, you might not be alone in the world,” said Francis.

      The sharp rebuke stole Gibbs’ breath. The words stung in places Francis didn’t know about. Gibbs couldn’t reply, not even to apologize, though he would never. He hadn’t told a soul about his diagnosis. And he might never, better to die alone.

      Francis said, “For the moment, perhaps you can act like the chief of police instead of an old bastard. You can remember that fathers should care, not humiliate. You can remember that I am a judge who will potentially see this case very soon and you are charged with apprehending the culprit.”

      Gibbs nodded and swallowed. Waved his hand to dismiss the subject.

      “I cared about him. That’s what’s important,” said Francis. “Did Peter kill him?”

      Gibbs leaned back, chair squeaking. With one hand he removed his reading glasses and let them drop onto his desk. The other hand pressed against his hip. “Your brother never goes to that gym. But he did that morning.”

      “Damn it.”

      “Don’t slouch, boy. Stand up straight like a man. I can’t tell you that forever.” Gibbs pivoted his computer monitor for Francis to see. He’d been watching surveillance video.

      His detectives had nabbed a copy of yesterday’s gym circulation log and they were combing through the video to eliminate suspects. The ME had declared the approximate time of death and police were already making calls on the members who left soon after. Twenty-one men on their list.

      Gibbs pressed play; on screen, Peter Lynch arrived at the gym.

      “That’s Peter,” said Francis.

      “He swiped his card at 8:33.”

      “He’s wearing a cap. Why would he wear a cap?”

      “You’ll figure it out.” Gibbs fast-forwarded. “This is later, about an hour and a half before Lewis was killed in the shower.”

      On screen, tracked by three separate cameras, a man wearing the same cap and scarf emerged from the locker room, left the gym, and walked to the far Jaguar.

      Francis leaned closer to the screen.

      “Is that Peter?”

      “What do you think?”

      “It must be. So he’s not the culprit, if he left before…” Francis’ words trailed. He was puzzled.

      “That’s what my detectives think too.”

      “Play it again please.”

      Gibbs did. Francis once more watched his brother arrive and then leave. His face hidden behind a scarf and sunglasses and cap.

      The ruse was good. Except Francis had grown up with Peter, knew him, could recognize his posture and gait in the dark. The second man wasn’t Peter. It had to be Homer, the man Peter employed on his farm, both men bearded. Homer had left in Peter’s clothes and Peter remained behind, probably in the locker room.

      The implication slapped at Francis—it had happened again.

      Peter had done it again and the awful truth was they’d known he would. Had been waiting for it.

      “You see what I see?” said Gibbs.

      Francis fiddled with his gloves.

      “You see it,” said Gibbs.

      “Does anyone know?”

      “They don’t suspect a thing. He tricked’em good.”

      “What will you do?”

      “What I always do.”

      “He’s still stringing up rabbits by their ears and you’re still pretending not to see, Chief.”

      “And what would you have me do, Judge?”

      “Arrest him.”

      “Here you were telling me fathers should care.”

      “Arresting him would be for all our benefits, including his.” Francis plucked a black handkerchief from his jacket pocket and pressed it to his mouth, the left side.

      “A father can’t do that to his son. Nor should his brother. We can’t. Our hands aren’t exactly clean. You know Peter, he’ll implicate us and laugh doing it.”

      “He can prove nothing. And he’ll kill that girl next.”

      “Daisy,” said Gibbs.

      “Yes.”

      “Can’t blame him there. A girl looking that good should be married by now. Not dating boys like Peter Lynch.”

      “They’re dating?”

      “He texted me. Told me he was taking her out, but…”

      “But what?” said Francis.

      Gibbs knew how the date had ended. His evidence locker had held his son’s hair, until he got word of it through back channels. No reason to let Francis worry.

      “But nothing. You don’t care about Peter anyway.”

      “That’s unkind,” said Francis. “I see him for what he is. He’s sick. Remember the psych evals? The apperception, the anger inventory, the clinical multiaxial, God, those were eye-opening reports even to me, a teenager. The court nearly mandated restraints.”

      “After he broke your mouth.”

      “Peter needs help. He’s needed it for decades.”

      “That’s what I’m doing. I’m helping,” said Gibbs.

      “You’re enabling. What about Daniel Jennings?”

      “The Green Beret. Haven’t heard anything from him. I expect I will after he finds out about his ol’ pal Craig Lewis,” said Gibbs.

      “He’s determined.”

      “He’s trouble. For all of us. Trouble I can’t afford right now.”

      “I know he worries Peter.”

      “He turn you on? Pretty boy, isn’t he.”

      “Don’t be lewd.” Francis turned to go. “And yes he is.”

      “That limping soldier might get himself strung up by his ears, he don’t be careful.”

      “We should end this.”

      “What’cha got in mind, Judge?”

      “If you won’t arrest him—”

      “I won’t.”

      “Then we need to deal with him as a family. Before we’re out of time.”

      Gibbs leaned forward to pick up his reading glasses. Thought about putting them on but didn’t, had no desire to watch the surveillance video again. “Maybe we’re already out of time.”
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      Jennings hadn’t slept well after his phone conversation with Kelly. The exhaustion was accumulating. He felt like he walked through the school day on a tightrope, poised to plunge into despair and madness, the rope vibrating under the strain.

      Peter kills prostitutes.

      Because he’s a psycho, Dan.

      And that was before Dean Gordon called an emergency Academy meeting after school.

      The faculty and staff filed into the auditorium, sitting in cliques like the students did. Hathaway lowered into the seat next to Jennings without speaking. She looked better for her time away.

      He wondered why a few teachers were crying.

      "Daniel, are you not sleeping?” Hathaway peered into his face with concern.

      “It’s gotten difficult.”

      Hathaway took his hand and squeezed, and a surge of serotonin hit his bloodstream. The intoxicating power of human contact. She said, “That’s the worst. Because of Peter Lynch? Or because of PTSD? Or because of…?”

      When she’d taken his hand, she hadn’t laced her fingers between his. But some primordial awareness told him that if he tried it would not be unwelcome.

      Dean Gordon took the microphone on stage.

      “Good afternoon. So, uh, listen…” Gordon paused to clear his throat and pat at his tie. Ice trickled down Jennings’ spine; he’d been in debriefings like this before. “I wish I knew some gentle way to say this. There isn’t, but undoubtedly it shouldn’t be communicated through email or the speaker system. The Academy has suffered a great loss. Our friend and our humanities instructor, Craig Lewis, died over the weekend.”

      Gasps around the room and from Hathaway. In the back, Jennings stood up and gripped fistfuls of his hair. No one noticed him except Gordon and Hathaway. His sanity ruptured with a pop, a sound he heard between his ears like a guitar string breaking.

      “He was found at the Carilion Wellness Center Sunday evening in the shower. He’d been…dead for hours, apparently.”

      “What happened to him?” said Jennings but his voice wasn’t working and only Hathaway heard his croak.

      “I asked the police to let me break the sad news to you. They’ll be asking us questions soon because unfortunately…” Another pause. “Because unfortunately they suspect foul play.”

      Another volley of gasps.

      Someone in the front asked, “Murder?”

      Gordon replied with a nod, dramatic. “They think so. Obviously, if anyone has information that could help the police identify the culprit…well, they’d like to hear from you.”

      More questions from the audience. Gordon didn’t know anything other than what he’d already said.

      Hathaway emerged from her fog and she discovered Jennings was gone. Thirty minutes later she left the auditorium and went to her classroom for tissues, passing Jennings’ room—he wasn’t there.

      Oh no.

      She hurried to his apartment and knocked. No answer. And his truck was gone from faculty parking.

      Hathaway paced the lawn, crying and shivering, feeling small and alone. She called his phone. Ringing…voicemail.

      “No no.” She called again, and he answered now. “Daniel! Where are you?”

      “I’m killing Peter Lynch,” he said.

      She barely recognized his voice.

      The line disconnected and a cold drizzle began to fall. Hathaway tried again but it went straight to voicemail; he’d powered off the device. After the beep she cried, “No, Daniel, please don’t! You’re too important! Call me back!”

      She hung up and dialed 9-1-1, her thumb shaking and frozen over the Call button…
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      Jennings hadn’t powered off his phone but he’d activated Do Not Disturb.

      He had Lynch’s address but nothing was marked clearly in Bennett Springs. He motored Route 740 in the dark for twenty minutes with Google Earth open before deciding he had the correct unmarked driveway.

      Windshield wipers smearing the rain. He kept the heater off because the chill was reviving him. Sanity was returning like the tide, inch by inch.

      Killing Lynch still felt like the right thing to do in his enervated mental state but he’d arrived at Lynch’s ranch without a weapon. He’d violated the first standing order for Roger’s Rangers—don’t forget nothing. Maybe that was divine providence, maybe not.

      He was furious with God and didn’t trust him.

      Lewis murdered in the shower. Found hours later.

      It had to be Lynch, and Jennings was equally culpable. He’d let Craig take the pistol and Craig had opened fire and now he was dead and it was Jennings’ fault.

      Jennings parked in the mud off 740, sheltered by bare trees.

      No. No it wasn’t his fault. He hadn’t fired those rockets…

      Clenched his eyes. No rockets! No Apache helicopter. He wasn’t in Afghanistan. He meant, he hadn’t killed Craig.

      He bore some responsibility but now wasn’t the time for placing blame. Now was the time for…

      Jennings had no idea. He’d never felt so entirely without a compass. Any way he turned he was being railroaded by Peter Lynch, an unstoppable force.

      Craig Lewis’ words played on repeat.

      Lynch scares everyone but none of them consider standing up to him, much less follow through. And I’m curious, once you get past his offenses, will you see him as a broken man? Or an evil one.

      Now you’re dead, Lewis.

      Was it worth it?

      I’ll shoot him. I will. I told Daniel I wished someone would kill Lynch. Why not me? I’ve thought about it recently and I would. I’m twenty years late doing what’s right. Worst case scenario, Ms. Hathaway isn’t able to record anything useful and we have to bail her out, and a pistol would be handy. Best case scenario, Lynch gives me a reason to kill him.

      No, we found a much worse scenario. Even more so if I go to prison. But I can’t do nothing…

      Lynch told Daisy about a field. She’d asked him what he did with the girls and he said he had a field behind the stables. What did that mean?

      Jennings grabbed his flashlight, opened the door, and stepped into the rain. He didn’t have a compass but he had satellite images.
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        * * *

      

      The rain settled in and the forest was black and noisy with unseen terrors. Jennings marched for an hour, until he was sloppy with mud. His left leg ached, missing the support that calf muscles would’ve provided. He had no rain jacket and his truck was a mile behind him. These things didn’t bother him. The suffering gave him strength, lent him courage. It was supposed to be hard, he had to earn it. The life of Craig Lewis had to be earned. De Oppresso Liber.

      The life of Craig Lewis and the safety of Daisy. Those women already buried or burned, a hook in her mouth.

      The career of Coach Murray and journalist Kabir Patel. And Lynch’s children.

      And his own sanity.

      Jennings drew close enough to the main homestead to see the lights, use them for bearing, redirect himself north. He stumbled onto a paved road and followed it to a clearing where someone had felled trees with an ax. He risked the heavy Maglite for a moment and realized he stood next to a construction site, clearly future stables.

      Consulting Google Earth, there was a field…that way. In a fit of madness, Jennings tugged an ax from its burial in a chopping stump. It wasn’t an ax, he saw, but an old splitting maul with a long handle. Not the ideal weapon but he took it with him.

      Jennings left the forest and walked into what looked like an old cornfield, acres wide and deep. The moon was hidden with heavy clouds and each step was taken by faith, unwilling for his flashlight to act as a signal beacon. Somehow the field felt more godforsaken than the forest and his skin crawled. No heavens above, just a ceiling of rain.

      The toes of his right foot began to squish in his shoe. He zigzagged through the scrubby brush, walking half a mile this way and that, wondering what he should be looking for, until the ground gave way and he stumbled. A ditch? He set the maul down and slid his flashlight under his shirt and clicked it on, providing just enough ambient glow to make out details.

      He stood in a depression. Three feet wide and twenty feet long, shallower at the far ends, a foot deep at the middle. In the depression, the vegetation was sparse and immature. Like a giant had recently scooped off a thin chunk of earth.

      What caused a depression? Resettled dirt, something buried? A pipe? Cables? No, it was only this spot.

      Maybe a grave.

      Jennings felt like the thought came from outside his body.

      I suspect Peter kills prostitutes who anger him.

      Women buried in California.

      Jennings’ hands trembled, but not from the cold. It took him three tries to mark his exact location on his phone. Because there was a chance he was standing on an unmarked gravesite. And if so, he had proof.

      Proof! This was all a game of proof, the private detective had said.

      Was there more?

      Another ten minutes of searching and his feet found a smoother path. Again he shoved the flashlight under his shirt and ignited the bulb with fingers trembling from the cold. He was walking along tracks made by a machine, maybe a bulldozer, the tracks smoothed by multiple trips.

      He followed the tracks. His sodden clothes had long been heavy but he felt the weight now.

      The tracks ended at a dig site. The machine, a small bulldozer or Bobcat, had plowed up a furrow in the field. A trench. Twenty feet long, deeper in the middle, maybe four feet so far. Mounds of dirt were piled at both ends of the trench.

      The Bobcat had run through the trench over and over, deepening it, pushing the excess earth to the far sides. Excavating something? Was something underground he needed access to? Was this a future construction site? Or maybe Lynch had another victim planned.

      He dropped the maul into the mud and carefully walked down the steep incline. The walls came up to his chest at the bottom and he crouched. Shined the flashlight around.

      There was nothing. The sides of the furrow were marred by uneven half circles, evidence of manual digging with a shovel.

      He groaned and clenched his eyes shut. Despite his best efforts, his body demanded he reckon with the ugly reality, the specter that he may be crouching in a nascent grave planned for Daisy. Or maybe himself. He gulped down nausea.

      Jennings was climbing from the trench when he noticed light scattering along the ground. And in the raindrops.

      He twisted to identify the source, swallowing panic, and his prosthetic foot slipped. He slapped the trench’s incline hard, mud spurting, and he slid down to the bottom again. Scrambling to regain his feet. Peering over the trench’s wall.

      A bright beam in the trees. Had to be a flashlight, casting long shadows through the trunks and limning the downpour.

      Jennings cursed and spit water. Some absurd instinct wanted to grab the Falcon handheld radio on his shoulder and report the enemy. He was in a perfectly defensible position…except he had no firearm and no radio and no special forces backup. He was no longer a Green Beret; he was an unarmed, one-legged interloper covered in mud.

      The source of light was growing closer.

      Jennings didn’t trust the treacherous incline and he was already filthy so he squirmed over the side of the trench using upper body strength. The earth was freezing.

      Whoever was coming had cleared the tree line. Jennings couldn’t see anything beyond the awful light. He scrambled behind the farthest mound and crouched. Held the heavy Maglite like a club.

      He’d lost the maul, dammit, on the other side of the trench.

      Waiting and shivering and peering around the mound. The challenging flashlight bobbed closer and larger. He kept his eyes off the glare, watching in his peripheral.

      Without prompting, his mind ran through the Ranger rules. If you cannot satisfy yourself as to the enemy’s number and strength, conceal yourself. Don’t stand up when the enemy’s coming. Kneel down or hide. Let the enemy come close enough to touch and then finish him.

      He knew who the man had to be. It was inevitable; life kept smashing them together. But was he armed? The man stopped near the lip of the trench, twenty feet away, his beam searching the ground.

      Peter Lynch. His face was half-hidden in the hood of his Gore-Tex rain jacket. His flashlight came to rest straight down.

      The ambient light was enough for Jennings to see the glint of his eyes, the spots in Lynch’s beard not yet grown in. What the hell was Lynch doing out here?

      What the hell was he doing out here?

      Lynch had something resting on his shoulder. He shifted and Jennings made out a long-handled shovel. Lynch came into the pouring rain to dig? Too muddy for the Bobcat.

      The big man remained frozen. He was shining his light into the mud. Jennings risked another inch to see… Lynch was staring at the splitting maul and the surrounding footprints.

      Jennings’ hands balled into fists, his right hand around the flashlight. Fool! Idiot, fool, rookie, leaving the maul. All his nerves were alive and screaming with panic now.

      The light in Lynch’s eyes rolled, irises swiveling, searching. Still the man didn’t move and Jennings understood it…

      Lynch was fitting puzzle pieces together and guessing the intruder was nearby and hiding. Based on the uneven footprints, Lynch might even identify it was him. And based on the scarcity of hiding places, might assume he was behind the mound of dirt. Lynch staying still, not playing the flashlight around, deciding what to do.

      Should Jennings call the police? And say what? Help I’m a fool and I’m trespassing.

      The truth was becoming obvious. Both men knew the other was there. Both wondering if the other had a gun.

      WhyTheShitDon’tIHaveMyGun.

      Slowly Lynch shifted and walked his beam into the ditch, saw it empty, saw the mess of shoe prints. A clang as he dropped his shovel. Bent over. Hefted the maul instead.

      A soft voice. Words sung with a smile.

      “Come out, come out wherever you are.”

      Lynch wasn’t armed. Not with a gun at least because he wouldn’t have picked up the maul. Enough. Enough hiding.

      Jennings counted to three. Went on two.

      He rounded the tall pile of dirt and Lynch’s flashlight snapped onto him.

      He lit his own and shone it into Lynch’s face.

      “There you are, Daniel. Playing little boy games?”

      “Peter. A little late for digging.”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “Try me,” said Jennings.

      “I’m going to.” Lynch indicated the field with his maul and he grinned. “What brings you, Daniel?”

      “You killed Craig Lewis.”

      “I was told I wasn’t a suspect. A shame if his death goes unresolved. A shame if he whimpered and wept and no one ever hangs for it.”

      “I know you did it. I know it all.”

      Lynch began plodding around the trench, closing the distance. “Isn’t it ironic, Daniel, you here. At this particular hole in the ground. It’s so funny I could kill someone.”

      They were talking loud over the rain. “It’s a grave.”

      “Everywhere you look you see graves, I bet. You, the failed Green Beret. I called your brother. Had a great chat. Explained I was with the veteran’s hospital in Salem, reviewing your case. He told me the whole story, Daniel, about that terrible, awful, no-good day in the sand. About how two men in your company died. And you, the medic, escaped with only the minor loss of a foot. Your big brother, the successful son, told me about your psychotic breakdown in Landstuhl. I don’t know how you even get out of bed, Daniel.”

      Jennings’ vision lurched, the sky burning with a hot sun for an instant. Memories forced into his mind, his guilt given a voice.

      “I was you?” Lynch’s teeth were a crescent glimmer of white. “I’d lay down in the ditch and let me do the honors. You’re a lame horse, the runt of a great family, good at nothing, and you need to be put down. And you know it. No one would even notice you’re gone.”

      Lynch was close now. One step more and he could connect with the long maul. Jennings fought for sanity, for hope, tried to remember where he was. Screaming about his missing leg, crawling toward his friends, wondering WHY he was in Afghanistan, wondering WHY he was in Lynch’s sunken field.

      “You and I have a lot in common, Daniel. But you’re merely a flicker compared to an inferno.”

      Jennings didn’t back away though Lynch was close enough to touch now. “In common?”

      “The older disappointed brother, the shameful past, the current…fascination with Daisy Hathaway, the need for combat. I confess, we’re alike. The difference is, I overcame the world but you’re crushed under it.” Lynch raised his weapon with one arm. Set the heavy maul head on Jennings’ shoulder, the bit resting against his exposed neck. “The difference is, I get Daisy and you don’t. I win, you lose.”

      “The difference is…” Jennings felt like a coiled spring being compressed.

      “Speak up, soldier. Don’t whisper your last words.”

      “The difference is, I’m a man. And you’re not.”

      Lynch’s face lost some of its energy. He shook the flashlight at Jennings’ face.

      “Don’t talk to me about being a man, little sergeant. I had it beaten into me, what a man is.”

      “You buy and you bribe and you break, Lynch, because you don’t have what it takes.”

      “I don’t have…? I’m rich, Daniel. You have nothing, you are nothing.”

      “No wonder you’re obsessed with my family. You know you’re not enough. You want to be one of us. You think that’ll fix what’s wrong inside.”

      “Close your mouth. Or I’ll tear it off.”

      “It wouldn’t work, joining our family. You’d still be you. And I pity you.”

      Lynch yanked the maul back, raking the sharp toe across Jennings’ neck. Jennings was pulled off balance, the rain water turning pink.

      Sudden madness. Lynch taking a two-handed grip on the handle and shoving toward Jennings’ mouth like a battering ram to break his teeth. Jennings, instincts and training engaged, was twisting. The maul missing clean and Jennings inside now, getting both hands on the handle too, pivoting away, using his body as a fulcrum. Both flashlights forgotten in the mud. Lynch’s hands too strong, no release. Growling, fighting for the maul, Lynch behind. Sharp white sinking into Jennings’ shoulder, biting, tearing, and Jennings howled. He shrugged away. Releasing the handle with his right hand and elbowing backward, once, twice, hard bone into Lynch’s face.

      Lynch flinching away from the awful blows and losing his grip on the maul. Flailing, catching Jennings’ jacket. Gripping, hauling him into a bear hug, the same that killed Craig Lewis. Jennings took a deep breath and held it before being crushed in the vice. Unlike poor Lewis, Jennings had experience enough not to panic. His arms pinned down, the maul useless in his left fist, he released it. Squirmed his hands between the bodies, rooting…

      Got them.

      Eyes widening in shock, Lynch felt a thrust between his thighs. A hard grip on his genitals through his pants. He tried to scoop his hips back but his testicles were caught. Squeezing, pulling, pain unimaginable, Jennings going after his most vulnerable spot. Harder yank. White spots in Lynch’s eyes, forgetting his bear hug, tasting vomit.

      Jennings twisting free. Sweet oxygen.

      Lynch doubling over. Sucking too much cold air, his lungs burning. In the black Jennings couldn’t find the maul, kicking mud.

      Still bent, Lynch fighting through pain. He swung blindly, a mighty swipe, and he felled Jennings sideways. Landed in the slop close enough to his flashlight. Came up with the light but Lynch bulldozed him. Both men down again. Wrestling, groaning, desperate. Lynch heavier, stronger, Jennings trained in combat. Arms and legs writhing, jockeying for position.

      Lynch’s lungs failed him. Out of shape, out of breath, he lost his steam, panting, sweating inside his rain jacket, and Jennings got on top. Reached for Lynch’s flashlight. Struck Lynch a sharp crack on the skull and the lightbulb inside broke.

      Jennings ached everywhere. Lights winked in his periphery. He stood unsteadily, his prosthesis wrenched and loosened in the struggle, and collected his Maglite and the maul. Could barely grip them. Water and mud pulled at his clothes. He trudged back to Lynch, who tried to sit up at the edge of the trench.

      “You lose, Peter.”

      Lynch had to take deep breaths between the words. “I don’t lose. I can’t.”

      “You just did.”

      “You’ll have to kill me, Daniel. I won’t stop."

      Jennings stood behind, spotlighting him. “Another difference between us. I don’t murder.”

      “You’d like it.” Lynch turned at the waist to grin into the light. His face a mask of sludge. “Daniel. It’s better than you think. Try it.”

      “I’m leaving. If you try to follow me, I’ll break your shin.”

      “Did you know…” Lynch pulled his knees under him. Closed his eyes and grimaced. Tried to steady his breathing. “Human ears rip off with eight pounds of pressure.”

      “Didn’t know that,” said Jennings. Lynch tried to rise so he walked behind him, closer to the trench, and pushed him over with the maul. “Don’t get up.”

      “So instead of your ears…” Lynch wincing. “…I’ll put hooks through your armpits. And a third under your jaw, through the fleshy part, the sharp point into your mouth like a fish. String you up that way.”

      “What hooks?”

      “You’ll find out soon.”

      Through the gasping and pain, Lynch was grinning. Jennings had the impression Lynch was changed somehow by the fight, by the loss. Different from the man he’d been mere minutes ago. What tenuous hold he had on himself was gone.

      As both men would discover, Lynch’s breakdown would only worsen with time.

      “You’re insane.”

      “Kill me, Daniel, or it’ll happen.”

      “No.”

      “You don’t get it, teacher. One of us has to die. It’s always like that and it’s never me. One of us goes, kills the other. If you don’t, I will. Trust me. Winner gets the girl.” Panting, steady eye contact in the black. “Do it, try it. You’ll regret it if you don’t. This is pure fucking mercy I’m giving you. Do it now, with the maul, swing it like you mean it, little sergeant nobody.”

      On some level Jennings knew Lynch was correct. He had the man. Had him cold, at his disposal. Alive, Lynch was rich and powerful and connected and a menace and impossible to beat in court. Dead he was…nothing. But Jennings’ homicidal rage had passed. Knew that spending a life in jail would mean Lynch won. Would mean looking at his mother through iron and apologizing. Killing him now meant he didn’t trust himself to find a better way.

      “Not like this.”

      Jennings stepped backward. Turned to go. Too tired, too weary, his left foot snagged onto the discarded shovel. The suspension liner inside his prosthesis was sodden and his leg twisted. The pin at the base of the socket had been strained during the fight, and now the pin snapped free. His weight descended, the prosthetic leg contorted, and the knee buckled. He staggered and the horrible mud rose up to greet him.

      Landing with a splash. Sliding down the slope into the trench.

      Lynch moved like a great ape. He jumped into the trench too, dropping his weight onto Jennings.

      Ribs cracked. Hot breath smelled like blood. Fists pounding Jennings’ head.

      “HAH! She’s mine, she’s mine, she’s MINE!”

      The ditch wasn’t big enough for both. Jennings couldn’t move. Pinned beneath three hundred pounds of madman. Slop up to his mouth. He was being buried alive.

      The maul now firmly in Lynch’s hands.

      “That leg of yours.” A wild manic smile. “Keeps trying to KILL YOU, Daniel.”

      Get off, get off, Jennings tried to say. Sinking deeper. No air. The trench walls closing, squeezing.

      “The great Jennings military family, one-legged now and suffocating! Here’s how it’s going to happen, Daniel. I’m going to break your mouth. The story about the hooks is true, I already bought the hooks, but I bet some people know you’re here, don’t they? Don’t they, Daniel? So what I’ll do instead is break your mouth. So satisfying when it caves. Like breaking open a pumpkin. I’ll sit with you as you bleed out. Maybe even hold your hand. Then I’ll phone the police. Tell them the truth. That you surprised me on my own property. We fought, you beat the hell out of me, but I won. I beat a Jennings, a Green Beret. I beat the best the Army could throw my way and I stood my ground and you’re dead. Case closed.”

      Can’t breathe, can’t breathe. Jennings’ heartbeat hurting his ears.

      “You know the trouble with graves, Daniel? If you bury shallow, the dogs detect the bodies. But the deeper you dig, the deeper the depression as the dirt settles. A paradox, Daniel, do you know that word? Like God doesn’t want us to murder. I have to come back and even out the dirt, but sometimes life gets in the way and I forget.”

      Lynch stood at last. Oxygen returning. Jennings gasping air and rain water, coughing. Still stuck tight in the mire. Lynch a towering monster.

      “I dig some of the dirt with a shovel. Therapeutic, like cutting trees.” Lynch lowered the maul head to sit on Jennings’ mouth. Let it bounce twice, bruising Jennings’ lips. “As you feel your face caving in, know that your final act is providing me relief.”

      Jennings’ mind scrambling for options, coming up with nothing. Betrayed by his body, so tired, no energy. No reason to remain. No reason except Daisy…

      “Open your eyes, Daniel. Open and watch.”

      Lynch rose and hefted the maul.

      As he did, a shaft of light blinded him. Sudden and brilliant. His face, his shoulders, his maul highlighted by a powerful LED, and a little girl screamed, “Daddy!”

      Lynch’s focus tilted. Concentration melting as his world enflamed. He held up his hand, blocking the light.

      “Daddy!”

      “Ann?”

      His little girl.

      For thirty-five years Lynch had tried and failed to connect with others. He couldn’t sympathize, couldn’t empathize, couldn’t force himself to care. Until his daughter arrived. The one person who could engage his emotion. Hers was the single voice allowed to wander the halls of his mind.

      She was there, perfect and pretty and crying, hiding under an umbrella. Holding her flashlight with two hands. The umbrella was held by Homer Caldwell, both of them drenched. Such a sudden anachronism to his muddy ditch that Lynch had to remember where he was.

      “Ann, you shouldn’t be here.”

      “Daddy, what happened? We couldn’t find you.”

      “Go back inside. Homer, take—”

      “But who is that?”

      “That’s…” Lynch groaned in arrested gratification. Couldn’t break Daniel’s teeth with his daughter watching. Ann peered farther into the trench.

      “Is he asleep?”

      “The police, Mr. Lynch!” said Homer. He was crying too. Blubbering like a fool. “The police are, they are here.”

      “Police are here?”

      “Someone called them.”

      “Who?”

      Homer was too excited. He was losing muscle coordination, forgetting the pacing, the need to inhale. “They said, they said you’re in danger, Mr. Lynch.”

      “Breathe, Homer, you idiot. I don’t understand. Which police? Who exactly, Homer?”

      “Daddy, who is that man?” said Ann.

      “That…is a man who came here to hurt me. He tried but I won.” Lynch spit out rain. Took a long look at Jennings’ body. Not now, not like this. His brain felt like it might explode, but Ann was here. Slowly he lumbered up the incline. Jennings had passed out. A fallen soldier. The dislodged prosthesis looked like a broken leg. “Where are the police officers?”

      “Looking, looking for you, Mr. Lynch. Two, two, two cars. We found you first, we found—”

      “Lead them away, Homer, damn it. Don’t let them come here.”

      “They’re already coming, Daddy.”

      A long pause. Jennings lived forever in it.

      “Okay. Give me the umbrella. Ann, come here.”

      “What about the man, Daddy?”

      “Homer, grab the man. Drag him out. Drag him back to the house if you can.”

      “Yes, yes sir I can, I can do that.”

      “Come, Ann. Let’s talk to the nice policemen. We’ll take them to the house.”

      Her tiny voice a pearl in the pigsty. “You’re disgusting. Did he hurt you?”

      “No. Yes. But I’m alive. Let’s tell them about the bad man so they’ll lock him up.”

      Lynch limped toward the tree line, holding the umbrella over his daughter. The gears of his mind churning. He made it nearly home before collapsing. Overcome by his injuries. He leaned against a tree trunk to wait. Ann ran for help.
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      Jennings knew he wasn’t in Landstuhl. The sounds were different from a military hospital. No, the same sounds but a different texture.

      He knew it but his body didn’t believe him. The black hole threatened where he’d built hope. He hadn’t opened his eyes but he knew he was under a thin blanket, knew he had an IV, knew he was shivering, sweating, knew his leg was gone, but this wasn’t Landstuhl.

      He came more fully awake, like waters clearing of silt.

      His right arm was handcuffed to the bedrail. That was different.
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        * * *

      

      Jennings’ leg was swollen purple like the weeks after surgery.

      He peed and the nurse left, replaced by Officer Goodwin. Jennings was cuffed again. Goodwin touched Jennings’ shoulder with his left hand. With his right he read from a card and Mirandized him.

      “I’m under arrest.” Jennings couldn’t prevent a grin. Lynch won again and it bordered on sick comedy now.

      “You are. Think that’s funny?”

      “I mean no disrespect, officer. What time is it?”

      “Ten in the morning. Want to tell me what you were doing last night?” said Goodwin.

      With his left hand Jennings brought the water close and drank through the straw. Set it back. The hospital’s white walls were absurdly clean after his nightmares of mud.

      “Are my ribs broken?”

      Goodwin shrugged. “That’s what the lady said.”

      “What else did she say? I can’t remember.”

      “Nasty cut on your neck. Something about head trauma, but you’ll be discharged today into our custody. Doc should be here soon. What do you remember about last night?” said Goodwin.

      Jennings closed his eyes. “Everything.”

      “Tell me the story.”

      “Do you know Mackenzie August?”

      “The private detective? I do.”

      “Let’s call him.”

      “Why would I call a private cop?”

      “Because I trust him. And I want an attorney.”

      Jennings drifted away again.
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        * * *

      

      Josh Dixon was in his early thirties. Shaved head, fit, lots of energy. Black. Dressed in a sports jacket and bow tie. He quickly ended the game when Officer Goodwin refused to leave the hospital room; Dixon started dialing Judge Schmidt. Goodwin said, “Alright, dammit, I’ll be outside,” and he left.

      Dixon closed the door and sat in the chair Goodwin had vacated. “Mr. Jennings, I’m Josh Dixon and I’ll be your attorney. Mack August explained your situation, or some of it. Tell me what you told the cop.”

      “I told him nothing.”

      “Perfect.”

      Jennings felt like an ass in the bed, unable to move his hand. “Dixon, what are your thoughts on police chief Buck Gibbs?”

      “His old boys club sucks and so does he. Roanoke is segregated as all get out and he’s part of it. I hope to make a name for myself fighting against him. Mack told me about Peter Lynch accosting a woman in the backseat of his car before Thanksgiving. Is this related?”

      “Yes. I think Peter Lynch is a sadistic sociopath and a killer.”

      Dixon leaned back. “Well damn, Mr. Jennings.”

      “Daniel.”

      “Did the man outside inform you of the charges?”

      “No. Just my rights.”

      Dixon rolled his eyes. “Absolute amateurs. You’re charged with trespassing—”

      “That part’s true.”

      “Keep that to yourself. And assault—”

      “He attacked me. But I retaliated with extreme prejudice,” said Jennings.

      “Lynch was taken to the hospital too, they tell me.”

      “Good.”

      “Not good for your case. What were you doing there, Daniel?”

      “Looking for buried bodies.”

      Dixon sniffed. “Find any?”

      “I think so.”

      “For real?”

      “Yep,” said Jennings.

      “In Peter Lynch’s yard? Are you serious?”

      “I’ve been looking for proof and I think I got it.”

      “Wow, Daniel. I mean, wow. That could really get our names in the papers.”

      “I don’t care about that.”

      “Okay. Yeah, okay. We’ll come back to that, my man,” said Dixon. Jennings saw a feverish light in the man’s eyes and he wondered if that was good or dangerous. “Right now we’re focused on your arrest. Police found cocaine in your truck. Tell me about that.”

      Jennings jerked at the handcuff. “What?”

      “An ounce of coke on the passenger seat.”

      “You’re kidding. On the passenger seat?”

      “That’s right.”

      “No. No way. Check my blood, I’m clean. Never done cocaine in my life.” Jennings sat up straighter. “Lynch put it there. Or Gibbs or someone in the good ol’ boys club. That’s such bull.”

      “Does sound weird, blow lying in plain sight.”

      “It’s a setup. Do you understand how ridiculous this is? Lynch is a master in the courtroom, and he’s connected with the corrupt chief of police, and his brother’s a judge. We’re screwed no matter what we do. They can plant cocaine and not worry about repercussions. You see why I was looking for bodies?” said Jennings.

      “You saw the bodies?”

      “Grave sites. Depressions in a field. ”

      “Aight, man, we’ll figure this out. No way we’ll be in front of Peter Lynch’s brother. Judge Lynch will have to recuse himself.”

      “Cocaine possession is a felony?”

      “Yeah but listen—”

      “My mom will die.”

      “—you don’t say a thing to what’s-his-name outside. He’ll put you in the back of his car and we’ll go before the magistrate. We’ll skip the arraignment and you’ll be held without bond until I talk to the commonwealth's attorney. You understand all that?”

      Jennings finished sipping from the straw. “Not a word.”

      “That’s fine. You don’t even have to trust me. But I’ll get you through this. Be a pleasure to screw over Gibbs and his goons. Especially if there’s bodies in Lynch’s backyard, boy. We act fast, maybe you’re home by dinner. First things first—you should shower. I never seen so much dirt.”
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        * * *

      

      The police department in Salem.

      Goodwin let Jennings move around without handcuffs so he could operate crutches provided by the hospital— Jennings tried to ignore the awful void below his knee. The mangled prosthesis sat in Dixon’s car trunk.

      Goodwin took Jennings before the magistrate. The officer charged him with 55.1-2803, 18.2–248, and 18.2-57—trespassing, cocaine possession, and assault and battery. The magistrate ordered Jennings held without bond because of the felonious severity. An inner reservoir of goodness, a belief that things will work out, kept Jennings from despairing as he listened.

      “I’m going to jail?” he asked Dixon. “Like, into jail?”

      “Yeah, but stay strong, my man. Won’t be long.”

      Had Jennings known he’d be in jail, he’d have prepared lesson plans for his substitute teacher. A funny thought.

      Jennings walked on the crutches deeper into the jail to be processed. Dixon talking into his ear, “You have no priors, you’re an upstanding citizen, you have a good job teaching, you’re no danger to yourself or the community, you’re no flight risk. I already placed a call to the commonwealth and I’m headed to see him now. We should work something out and I’ll get the order signed at the bench immediately. Understand?”

      “Do what you gotta do.”

      Dixon spoke to the deputy sheriff and left.

      Jennings was forced to change into the orange jumpsuit. He was fingerprinted and photographed and processed.

      The deputy directed him into a holding cell on the main level, not upstairs into population yet. He took Jennings’ crutches and the heavy door slammed with a thunderous boom.

      Jennings’ faith and hope staggered with the sound. He hopped to the bed.

      Hours later, when the footsteps came, it wasn’t his attorney. It was the dinner cart.
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      Josh Dixon tried and failed to find a commonwealth’s attorney at the courthouse, so he ate lunch and made phone calls and billed two hours before returning.

      He finally found one in the hallway behind the courtroom, Boyd Warren was flipping through a file. The man had gone to the Appalachian School of Law, and it galled Dixon he had to pander to the man. One day his star would outshine Warren’s like a supernova. Buried bodies in Peter Lynch’s yard could be his ticket.

      “Mr. Warren,” said Josh Dixon. “I need your signature on a bond release.”

      Warren didn’t look up. “Who you got, Mr. Dixon?”

      “The man who attacked Peter Lynch last night.”

      Warren snapped the folder closed. “Yeah? I read about that.”

      “Daniel Jennings, a good guy. He’s a teacher, former special forces. Clean record. He’s not going anywhere.”

      “What about the cocaine?”

      “He says it was planted. He’ll take a drug test right now.”

      “They all say it was planted, Mr. Dixon. What was he doing at Mr. Lynch’s house?”

      “Looking for buried bodies.”

      Commonwealth’s Attorney Boyd Warren smirked. “Your man sounds delusional.”

      Dixon lowered his voice and stepped closer. “He’s not, I don’t think. Someone I respect told me to trust him. This could be big, Mr. Warren.”

      “You always think your case is big, Dixon.”

      “Bodies buried in Peter Lynch’s backyard, are you kidding me? If I’m right, you’ll see my name in the newspaper. I’ll get a sit down on Channel Ten.”

      “You better be careful with that ambition, especially in this building.”

      Dixon grinned. “After I’m huge, maybe I’ll hire you to do my grunt work, Mr. Warren.”

      “Lucky me.” Warren checked his watch. “It’s too late today.”

      “I’ll spring him tomorrow morning.”

      “Give it here.” Warren accepted Dixon’s papers and he wrote on them. “Jennings will need to take that drug test. He must stay away from Lynch, even if an entire cheerleading team is buried back there.”

      Dixon looked up and down the hallway, his grin close to splitting his face. “How great would that be.”
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        * * *

      

      The Honorable Francis Lynch was leaning against the door to his office. He’d changed out of his robes and signed off his computer, ready to leave for the day. But instead he was still. All his body straining to listen.

      “Jennings will need to take that drug test. He must stay away from Lynch, even if an entire cheerleading team is buried back there.”

      “How great would that be.”

      “You’re sick, Mr. Dixon. Here’s the bond release. Tell Jennings to keep his head down. Not bad advice for you either.”

      The two men, mere feet from the judge’s chambers, moved down the hall, out of earshot.

      Francis Lynch clicked off the overhead light. He moved to his desk on weak legs and sat in the darkness.

      An hour later, he was still there, a handkerchief pressed to the corner of his mouth, pondering the fate of his little brother.
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      The longest night of Jennings’ life. His fellow man had thrown him into a cage like an animal and the idea of never getting out loomed. He expected Lynch to arrive any minute and laugh in his luxurious freedom.

      He’d been moved to the third floor after the hospital medic declared he could keep the crutches. He had his own cell on a long hall and he listened to other inmates shout at one another. He felt like shouting too, raging against everything. It wasn’t him who should be locked up, it was Lynch.

      Winner gets the girl.

      She’s MINE!

      Lynch had truly lost his mind.

      He spent the night thinking of historical men he admired who’d spent time in jail—RFK, MLK Jr, Saint Paul, Nelson Mandela, Dietrich Bonhoeffer—and realized their stories rarely ended well. He slept fitfully for ninety minutes. But it might be worth it.

      He had proof. Proof!

      His attorney arrived the instant the jail opened.

      “Daniel, damn, my man, I’m sorry for the delay. The commonwealth was wrapped up and we didn’t hammer it out until it was too late and I couldn’t get you a message… Anyway, you’re free.”

      Jennings, bleary, trembled with the news.

      He changed into the clean clothes his attorney bought at Walmart. Dixon chattering, “Obviously you can’t go near Peter Lynch, the alleged victim. You have to pass a weekly drug test as part of the probation. Bail was set at $25,000. I took the liberty of posting it but—”

      “You paid it?”

      “You’ll pay me back before I drop you off. Believe me. I assume you got it?”

      Jennings grinned. “Just barely.”

      “You’ll get the money back when you show for court.”

      “Why do you trust me for $25,000?”

      “I trust Mackenzie August, who said you’re good for it. And I think you might be the golden ticket, my man. We’re going to talk about those bodies buried in the field. I have to be in court all day, otherwise we’d figure it out this very damn minute.”

      Jennings’ truck was impounded so Dixon drove him home to the Academy after a stop at Starbucks and the bank. He parked near the New River dorm.

      Jennings held out his hand and Dixon shook it.

      “Dixon, you’re a life saver. I owe you big.”

      “Wait until you get my bill.”

      Jennings grinned. “Worth every penny.”

      “I’m going to clear my schedule soon, and we’re going to talk. We’re gonna dig up those bodies and bust a famous lawyer and be the talk of the town, Jennings.”

      “Or we might die trying, keep that in mind.”

      “Hah. I’ll call you soon.”

      Jennings crutched to the apartment, his crusty prosthesis in a bag slung over his shoulder. It was…Wednesday, he thought. First period should be about to end.

      He let himself in. Dropped the clunky bag in the kitchen and maneuvered into the bedroom. Paused there, leaning on his crutches. His to-do list was long and he wanted to do none of it. Couldn’t find the strength, the energy.

      Behind him the door to the apartment banged open.

      Daisy Hathaway stood in the doorway. Breathless.

      “I saw you…” Her voice caught. Jennings, leaning on his crutches, leg missing, his hair a mess, haggard and weary. She said, “I saw you through the window and I ran…”

      The sight of Hathaway stuck Jennings as a bolt of pure sunlight, brilliance ricocheting off mirrors, reflections spreading throughout his dark body. He’d done it before, last year, leaving a hospital, wondering if life was worth living, moving on crutches, battling depression in a cold world. Getting a classroom across from Daisy had kept him afloat. Now here he was again, except Daisy wasn’t down the hall; she had run to his apartment, and he knew it was all worth it. Some sudden insight flashed as truths lined up, as he saw the universe from a new angle, and he saw that evil was real and hideous but it was nothing compared to the transcendence found everywhere else, in the laughter of students, the pain of a long jog, the aid of a friend, the welling green eyes of a girl placed here by someone above who wanted him to persevere.

      “…I ran and left my class…”

      “You ran in heels.” Jennings grinned.

      Daisy crying now. She put a hand to her lips. “I called you and I called you and I was scared.”

      “Sorry, my phone’s dead.”

      “I heard you were in prison?”

      “It wasn’t so bad. Great green beans,” said Jennings.

      Half laugh, half sob. “You tried to kill him?”

      “I did. Changed my mind at the last minute.”

      "I’m so sorry, Daniel. I called the police when you wouldn’t answer. I waited for two hours, hoping—”

      “You saved my life.”

      “Really?”

      “Lynch was going to kill me. But the police got there.”

      “What do you mean, what happened?”

      “He caught me off guard. And he had an ax.” It wasn’t a good memory but he was smiling. Daisy charged him like a battery.

      “Poor Craig Lewis was right. Lynch is evil and he’s breaking everything and why are you smiling?”

      “Because Daisy. I have this absurd, idiotic, wild schoolboy crush on you and it’s so strong I could fly.”

      “You do? Even after prison?”

      “You’re even prettier after prison.”

      Daisy came into his arms. Arms around his neck, pressing her mouth on his. She hit him hard enough that he had to hop backward on his right foot to steady. His bruised ribs protested.

      A long kiss, long enough to dispel the accumulated hurt and worry of the dark night. It had been years for Jennings, but it was worth the wait, better than he hoped.

      She spoke from the corner of her mouth. “A crush on me?”

      “Enormous.”

      “Like Teddy Roosevelt?”

      “But better.”

      She laughed, their lips touching, her on tiptoes. “Listen, soldier, I do things right. I don’t break the rules. So we aren’t kissing.”

      “We aren’t.”

      “This is a…reward. Not a kiss.”

      “Reward for?” said Jennings.

      “For not being mad I called the police. And for admitting the wild schoolboy crush.”

      “You already knew.”

      “A girl likes to hear it.”

      “I’m a gentleman struggling to keep his mind pure, Daisy.”

      She laughed. Kissed his bottom lip and said, “Good. It’s working on me.”

      “But you have a fiancé.”

      “I told Byron to move out. I told him I’d fallen for someone else, and he asked if it was you and I said yes and he said he didn’t blame me.”

      “Atta boy, Byron. Have you fallen for me?”

      “We’ll see,” she said, and her eyes said more. She dropped her hands to his shoulders, his arms. “You feel more muscular than you look and you already look…strong.”

      The bell rang, an intrusion through the open door.

      “I have to go,” she said.

      “I need a shower.”

      “Oh, hey. I heard through the grapevine that you’re suspended from teaching. Maybe because of prison?”

      “Prison is frowned on, I’m sure.”

      “Call the dean?” said Daisy.

      “Soon.”

      “I’ll come back later. Is that okay?”

      “For more non-kissing? I’m taking a shower to encourage it,” said Jennings.

      “Good. But I might even if you don’t.” She kissed him again then and hurried back to class.

      Jennings stayed on his crutches several minutes, watching the open door, enjoying the lasting impression Daisy left on his lips.
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        * * *

      

      Hathaway endured some laughter in the hall from students who’d seen her running after Daniel Jennings. Benji Lynch told her she had nice moves.

      She would never run after a man. Not unless that man was her ideal, a man worth chasing, and her cheeks burned thinking about it.

      With her remaining thirty-seconds, Hathaway popped into the office to check her mailbox. She had a note, the same red invitation in every other teacher’s box.

      A festive reminder of the upcoming holiday gala, to be held at the home of Peter Lynch. Hers was personalized with black marker.

      Your attendance is eagerly expected.

      -Peter
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      Police Chief Gibbs had been working in Roanoke law enforcement over forty years, easily the longest tenured native to the courthouse, and he stalked through the security checkpoints without slowing. The deputies knew they should stop him but it was different to meet his glare.

      He knocked on a door and entered without waiting for permission. Years of Jehovah-like authority inured one to pleasantries, like granting privacy. Behind a wide oaken desk, the Honorable Francis Gibbs took his ease in a Steelcase office chair, a recent indulgence. A copy of last month’s Judges’ Journal sat in his palms, open to recent law made in the world of social media, a constant source of irritation.

      Francis marked his spot and stood. “Chief, come in.”

      Gibbs already was in. He closed the door. “What the hell’s so important we can’t talk on the phone?”

      “Some things should be discussed in person. Take a seat.”

      “I’ll stand,” said Gibbs.

      “I have tea. Would you like some?”

      “God no. What do you want? I don’t have time to waste.” Gibbs’ fists were clenched.

      As it often happened, the fists acted as a trigger for Francis. They took him back thirty-five years to the mountains in Craig County. Memories of Gibbs coming home with fists clenched. A young man then, Gibbs was full of anger and no healthy way to vent. Memories of Gibbs spending any extra dollar their little make-shift family had on bottom-shelf bourbon, and Francis getting revenge by quietly manipulating his brother toward rage. Of Peter scaring away Gibbs’ would-be girlfriends and being assaulted with a phonebook after. A phonebook or a Zippo lighter.

      The painful remembrances were so vivid that he returned to his office to find it redolent with woodsmoke and alcohol and Gibbs glaring at him.

      “I apologize, Chief. I’ll get to it. Do you know Josh Dixon?”

      “Black attorney. Pissant little boy. Kid doesn’t understand how things work…” Gibbs’ face turned ashen and he lurched forward to grip the back of a chair. His other hand pressed hard against his hip, below the belt. “Christ.”

      “You’re in pain?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Did you go to the doctor? I’ve been asking you to.” Francis was irked to discover some genuine concern in his heart.

      “I went.”

      “The prognosis?”

      “Quack prescribed some pain meds,” said Gibbs.

      “You’re not taking them, of course.”

      “I am. Just forgot today.”

      He was taking his medicine? That was alarming.

      “Sit down, Chief.”

      This time Gibbs acquiesced. Wincing and gasping.

      “Do you have the prescription with you?”

      “No.”

      “I have Tylenol.”

      “It’ll pass. It does this sometimes.” Gibbs leaned back in the chair to push harder. “Forget it, I’m fine. What about Dixon?”

      Francis sat too. “He’s representing Daniel Jennings.”

      “Good. Those jackasses deserve each other.”

      “I overhead Dixon talking. Daniel knows about Peter’s field, Chief. He knows what’s buried there.”

      Gibbs, already sweating, said, “Got’damn it, Peter.”

      “My thoughts, precisely phrased.”

      “How does Jennings know?”

      “I have no idea. He was apprehended at Peter’s house, as you’re aware.”

      “Peter should’ve killed him when he had the chance,” said Gibbs.

      “From what I read in the report, it sounds like they both gave it a shot.”

      Gibbs closed his eyes. “Peter. You fat idiot.”

      “I told you we should have arrested him. And now it’s too late.”

      “Maybe I don’t give a damn anymore.”

      “You should. There’s no reason you should lose your reputation after a lifetime of work. Or your pension.”

      The sharp pain in Gibbs’ pelvis was easing. He drew a long breath and wiped his forehead. “My pension.”

      “Yes. And there’s my family to think about too.”

      “You know what I should have done? I should have drowned that kid when he was a teenager. Save us a lifetime of worry.”

      “Do you think you could have?” Francis’ words were carefully chosen.

      “Maybe.”

      “Do you think you could now?”

      Gibbs didn’t answer, because he was remembering Peter as a teenager. Lumpy and awkward, already perverted. “I tried, you know. Raising you boys. I tried.”

      “I do know that, Chief.”

      “You think I was rough on you—”

      Francis finished the quote from memory. “It was nothing compared to your father.”

      “He was a—”

      “Your father was an alcoholic and abusive veteran, a Japanese prisoner of war for six months at Aomori, and he took out his hatred of the Japs on you. I know, Chief.”

      Despite the anger, Gibbs gave a lopsided smile. “I guess I told you this enough, huh.”

      “In lieu of a trained psychotherapist.”

      “I didn’t have to take you in. I saw two starving little boys, I did my best.”

      Francis wondered at the recent increase in Gibbs’ nostalgia. “I know you tried. I’ve never shamed you for your failures.”

      “Bullshit,” said Gibbs.

      “I blame you. Just as you blame your father. The same way my son will blame me one day. But I try not to shame.”

      “Your son will blame you?”

      “If we don’t act soon, Chief. If those bodies are dug up, there’ll be an investigation. Your relationship with him will be exposed. We helped.”

      A cruel smile. “You want to kill Daniel Jennings.”

      The words vibrated in the air between them.

      “I don’t want to…”

      “But we should,” said Gibbs. Almost a question.

      “These are desperate times. I know someone who will.”

      “And Peter?”

      “Here’s what I’m proposing,” said Francis. “We give Peter a final chance. To check himself into a mental health facility. If he goes, it solves many of our problems. It will place us above suspicion because it will appear we were trying to help him. Plus if he goes, there’s a strong chance he’ll never be let out.”

      “He won’t go. You know your brother.”

      “Then he’ll leave us with no alternative.”

      “Kill Peter.”

      “Not me personally. But yes,” said Francis.

      “I don’t trust whoever it is you’d ask. I’ll do it.”

      “God no.”

      “Why not?” said Gibbs.

      “I can barely propose the idea. There’s no way, when the time came, you could actually murder your own son.”

      “I’ve come close. I’ve come close several times. I been cleaning up his shit my whole life, Judge. I earned the right.”

      “How would you?” said Francis.

      “It’ll look like he and Jennings shot each other. Fewer questions. And everyone will believe it.”

      “Is that possible?”

      Gibbs stood. He’d been sitting too long and it hurt. “Hell yes. I’ve done it before. You remember Boyd and Lamb shot each other and bled to death, down Franklin County? About four years ago? That didn’t actually happen, Judge, don’t be so damn naive.”

      “If you change your mind, and I think you should, I know someone.” Francis looked at his watch. “Either way, let’s be cautious. No final decisions made today. I’ll talk to Peter first.”

      “I want to see my grandchildren.”

      Francis stood too and retrieved his black robe from a hook on his wall. “Come to dinner. Tomorrow night.”

      “So you can supervise us.”

      “So I can supervise you, yes.”

      “In case I get angry and do something you don’t like.”

      “In case—”

      Gibbs shouted, “In case what?”

      “You know what. Shouting is rude, Chief, especially at a man who invited you to dinner.”

      “So you can chaperone me.”

      "You’re clearly upset. The idea of murdering your son bothers you, as it should. So I’ll handle it.”

      Gibbs gave the chair he’d sat in a shove. It tilted and crashed forward. “That’s not it.”

      After a lifetime of suffering through Gibbs’ violence, Francis exhibited no shock at his furniture on the floor.

      He did, however, feel it when Gibbs pulled his service pistol from his belt. A Glock 22, blocky like the man holding it. Profane and lurid inside the chambers of a judge. Gibbs pressed the barrel into the chair, teeth grinding, and he fired three times. Despite the dampening cushions, the sound rocked the room and hurt their ears.

      “Dammit, Chief!”

      Quick as Gibbs pulled the gun, he holstered it again.

      “I’m your daddy! Stop calling me chief.”

      “You may not fire your weapon in the courthouse!”

      Gibbs grabbed a stack of books from the tall shelves and pulled them onto the floor. The books landed with loud thumps. “I’m fucking mad and I’ll do as I please.”

      “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      I’m dying, son.

      And no one cares.

      The door behind Gibbs banged open. An armed deputy stared inside the office, eyes wild.

      “This room clear?” The man’s voice shook. More like a boy, not yet twenty-five. Francis made a note to send him a gift; he’d never been so relieved.

      “Get out, bailiff,” said Chief Gibbs.

      “Sir, we heard—”

      “It was me.” Gibbs pointed at the floor. “I dropped some books. They were loud. Close the door.”

      It was an obvious and ludicrous lie. The room reeked of a discharged firearm. But the bailiff was staring at the two most powerful men he might ever meet.

      Francis cleared his throat. “Thank you, Deputy Rowe. We’re fine. I’m on my way.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Shut the damn door,” said Gibbs. “Or don’t I matter anymore?”

      “No need. I have to be in court.” Francis strode to the door, donning the black robe and working at the collar. Desperate to get out of the room.

      Gibbs said, “Francis—”

      “The dinner invitation is rescinded, Chief. I’ll contact you soon about our situation.” The judge swept out of the room, his immortality shaken.

      Gibbs fought down rising tides of anger and grief. When he turned to go, Deputy Rowe was still there, agape, his gun drawn.

      With a sneer, “Little deputy with his big gun. What’d you think you were going to do with that?”

      “Sir, I heard—”

      Gibbs grabbed the deputy’s gun and took it away. Rowe didn’t fight it. Technically his boss was the sheriff, but the police chief was something akin to the same level of authority.

      The hallway was populated with clerks and attorneys who’d heard the racket, so Gibbs spoke quietly.

      “You ever pull your sidearm in a courthouse again, or if you ever pull it on me again, I swear to you, deputy, I will stick the barrel up your ass. I’m not speaking figuratively, Rowe. I’ll rape you. With a gun.”

      He gave the bailiff a shove and walked away, determined not to wince at the agony between his hips. Passing a trash canister, he tossed the pistol inside with a clang.

      Poor Deputy Rowe was forced to fish it out later, trying to delay his tears.
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      Jennings used a tooth pick to scrape dried mud from his phone’s charging connector. He tried for an hour to get the phone to power on, but it never obeyed. The device was dead. He used the apartment’s phone to call his insurance for a rental car.

      He was setting the dirty prosthetic into the bathtub for cleaning when his computer beeped with an incoming email.

      He had a message from the local gun dealer.

      The shotgun suppressor Jennings ordered had arrived and was ready at the gun dealership. He’d forgotten about it.
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        * * *

      

      A man at Enterprise called to say he was in the parking lot with a rental car. Jennings attached his running prothesis—the blade—and walked out to sign papers. The blade made people uncomfortable, he knew, but it was better than crutches.

      He drove the little Nissan to the gun dealership on Peters Creek Road. The man behind the counter threw him a nod. He wore a veteran’s vest and hat.

      “Where’d you serve?”

      “Afghanistan,” said Jennings. “You?”

      “Caught the last part of Vietnam. Didn’t have to go through hell like some of the boys. Are you in a group?”

      “A group?”

      “Support group. For veterans and…” The man nodded at Jennings’ prosthesis.

      “I’m not in one.”

      “Come back when you’re ready. It helps.”

      Jennings pressed on quickly, his frame of mind not robust enough to swap stories. “I have a shotgun suppressor waiting.”

      “Oh, that’s you. I thought it seemed odd, the short ATF wait. Special forces?”

      Jennings presented his DD 214 and drivers license to the dealer. His status as retired Green Beret cleared a lot of red tape.

      “I was just looking at your new toy.” The man slid off his stool and walked stiffly to a safe room behind the counter. “I never tried a suppressor on a shotgun, you?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Don’t work as well as a pistol’s, what I hear.”

      “I don’t need the shotgun silent. Just reduced,” said Jennings. “I need a barrel threading kit, too.”

      “What model shotgun?”

      “BT-99.”

      “Well, son, I’m not sure that’s gonna work. A BT-99’s got a rib.”

      “Just the same, I’d like the threading kit if you have one.”

      Jennings ducked the man’s further questions about his shotgun and the war in Afghanistan. He paid and got back into his car, fighting down agitation. All the guns and knives on display stirred his insides.

      He heard gunfire during the entire drive home.
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        * * *

      

      Using his apartment phone, he called Hathaway and she answered on the first ring.

      “I was going to leave a voicemail,” he said.

      “I’m between classes.”

      “It’s been a long couple days and I need to think. Can we meet tomorrow instead?” he said.

      “I moved too quickly. I shouldn’t have kissed you. That was aggressive, I know.”

      “The kiss was great. Perfect. And I formally request more. A lot more. But until I deal with Peter Lynch, I’m no good to anyone.”

      “It’s probably best if I didn’t come by later today, anyway. I’m just coming out of a long-term relationship, so kissing isn’t a good idea for a while,” said Hathaway.

      “Rats. How long?”

      “At least until you work up the courage to ask me out on a real date.”

      Jennings smiled at his phone.

      She continued. “You’re going to deal with Peter? That makes me nervous. What do you mean?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ll tell you tomorrow.”

      Once I figure it out.

      On his kitchen table, the shotgun suppressor box was ringing like a silent alarm.
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      That evening Jennings sat on his bedroom floor, surrounded by his disassembled prosthetic leg, his shotgun, and the pieces of his new suppressor.

      He’d cleaned mud from the prosthetic socket, rinsing out the lock, and scrubbed the shin tube and the foot. Both his sneakers were washed and drying in the kitchen. He rolled a new liner up his sore left leg, followed by a sock to compensate for muscle atrophy. He rose to sit on the bed. Slid the socket over the leg/liner/sock. Stood and stomped the artificial leg until it clicked into place. It was locked in, hard to dislodge unless you wrestled a giant in the mud.

      He walked the apartment and heard some grit in the joints. Took a rag and pot of warm water to his room, sat down, unscrewed the shin tub from the foot and socket, and cleaned both ends. Set the shin tub aside to dry. The sight of his leg lying in pieces still churned his stomach.

      President Gerald Ford’s left leg was artificial, Jennings reminded himself. Stonewall Jackson had fought in the Civil War without an arm. And Franklin Roosevelt was paralyzed from the waist down. He could do this.

      He turned his attention to the shotgun suppressor, which he’d taken apart to examine. He was pleased with the quality of the materials—stainless steel and aluminum. The assemblage was thicker than a pistol or rifle suppressor, but the principle was the same; hot gas erupting from the barrel was given extra room inside the suppressor to expand, reducing the pop. He reassembled it, inserting rods into the alignment notches, sliding the baffles into place, and tightening the caps.

      Now the suppressor had to be attached to his grandfather’s shotgun. Defacing a Browning purchased in the 60’s was absolute sacrilege but his mind was set.

      Jennings crutched through the cold dark to the maintenance workshop across campus. He searched through the tools until he found what he needed, locked up, and crutched back.

      He removed the long rib above the shotgun barrel and set it aside. Using a hacksaw, Jennings cut off the front rib post. He sanded the remaining burrs with a file. Next he fitted the sharp angular cutting tool into a wireless drill. Ideally he’d use a workbench and vise but he made do by pinning the gun between his mattress and box spring. The drill bit didn’t remove metal from inside the gun barrel but rather the outside, thinning it. He went slowly, keeping the bit and the barrel well-oiled, shaving off half an inch. The final step was threading the outside of the newly-shaved barrel with a die cutter. A pivot tool kept the die cutter on track, evenly carving the outside like a screw so the suppressor could be twisted on.

      The finished product looked…passable. The shotgun would never be beautiful again but now it would take a silencer.

      Your grandfather must be turning in his grave, Daniel.

      Holding the shotgun vertically, braced on the floor, he seated the suppressor and used a spanner to tighten it to the barrel.

      The shotgun, a historic hunting heirloom, took on a mean look. A tool of war now. Utilitarian and brutish.

      Jennings felt the urge to declare his intentions out loud. He needed to say it, needed to hear himself.

      “I could kill Peter Lynch with this.”

      What he should have done then was go to sleep. The spoken words should have shocked his senses, but it’d been days since he’d slept well. He dreaded the nightmares, the hissing PTSD in the dark.

      That night, fighting in the mud, Lynch was changed. He lost his sanity. But maybe you did too. Maybe your need for sleep is desperate.

      Instead of getting into bed, Jennings dwelled on Peter Lynch burying him alive in the mud. On those sunken spots. On aiming at the man and pulling the trigger with this very shotgun. It would tear a hole through Lynch he couldn’t survive, fired close. And if it was quiet…

      But the weapon was too long, too unwieldy.

      Sitting on his carpet again, he unscrewed the silencer. Did some measuring and wrote figures on a notepad. Measured again. Asking his grandfather for forgiveness, Jennings began cutting off fifteen inches of the barrel.
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      Peter Lynch preferred working late. The best things transpire in the dark. He sent emails like scud missiles at midnight, destructive legal motions so the opposing counsel had a bad morning. When the other side’s attorneys pissed him off, he’d place untraceable calls at godforsaken hours so they got no sleep. His employees knew to respond to his texts in the middle of the night or risk termination. Though his rampaging work ethic had slipped of late.

      His office was a small palace on Franklin near Lawyer Row, a collection of firms that he harassed. His office was the grandest and biggest, subject to frequent egging.

      That night Lynch was writing a brief, moving to dismiss a case. His client was the wife of a respected neurosurgeon, one of the school’s titans. She’d been driving intoxicated, blood alcohol level .27, reaching eighty in a forty-five at eleven in the morning and she’d driven into a tractor, half killing the farmer. A slam dunk, the farmer’s lawyers grinning and drooling. But Lynch had pored over the paperwork and found a missing signature on the complaint. He’d stalled to let the two-year statute of limitations expire, and now it was too late to amend—a legal nullity. A ludicrous loophole that he would exploit. He could hear the judge and opposing counsel groaning, the farmer crying, but the case would be dismissed. His fingers pounded on the keyboard with mad glee.

      Despite his best efforts, his eyes kept drifting to two monitors he’d installed earlier that day. The monitors displayed the feed from two distant nanny-cameras but nothing moved at the moment.

      He was wishing something would move when his brother, Francis, knocked on the door to his inner office. Peter glanced up and flinched.

      “Got’damn, Francis, why’re you so spooky.”

      “I mastered moving silently. You never did, wouldn’t learn your lesson.”

      Above the doorway was a framed quote by Nietzsche— I have often laughed at the weaklings who thought themselves good because they had no claws.

      Peter liked to see that quote when someone entered.

      He muted the two monitors. “The chief was here earlier.”

      “He told me.”

      “The old bastard is disowning us. Or me.”

      “That’s not accurate.”

      “You’re right. He can’t. He never really adopted us,” said Peter. “The Chief had no idea what he was getting into, did he. Us two little boys, with all our brains and sin.”

      “What’d he say?”

      “His standard mundane rigamarole. I must grow up and this is my final chance. He can’t keep cleaning my messes.”

      “Have you noticed he’s sick?”

      “He looked like shit.”

      “Speaking of, what happened to your office? It’s ransacked.”

      “I sent my staff home. Worthless cowards, they don’t have the killer instinct.”

      “You threw furniture at them,” said Francis.

      “Work for a genius, deal with his whimsy. They’re paid to endure it.” Peter watched his brother’s eyes walk around the lavish office. “It galls you, doesn’t it, how much money I make.”

      “It does.”

      “You craved success, played things innocent, never got caught, yet I’m loaded and you’re a public servant. The irony.”

      “Your face is bruised. The recent battle?”

      Peter stood. “I destroyed a Green Beret. Had him begging, the runt of the Jennings lineage. You should have seen me, Francis.”

      “But you didn’t kill him.”

      “He’s only alive because of pure luck.”

      Francis drew himself higher. “Peter. You’re losing control.”

      “Watch your mouth, brother. You’re drooling.”

      “That happens. When I’m worried. I want you to check yourself into Carilion. You need immediate therapy.”

      “What a cowardly little bitch you are. You came here to wipe my ass.”

      “You sound like the chief. It doesn’t become you.”

      Peter covered his smile with his hairy fingers. “The hospital. And do what? Talk to a quack about our childhood? Talk about rabbits and phonebooks and Zippo lighters? Take pills? Lithium and Phenytoin?”

      “That’s exactly what you should do.”

      “Exactly what I should do.” Peter giggled.

      Francis snapped a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed his lips. “You’re a lunatic.”

      “I have cocaine in my top drawer, how about that? Or maybe Desipramine. Maybe we hammer my personality until I’m gone.”

      “Your mental stability is deteriorating. Hammering might restore it.” Or kill you, either way is fine, Francis didn’t say.

      Peter picked up a heavy paperweight from his desk, a glass globe the size of a softball. “Medicate until I’m gone. That’s what you’d like. Like when you wanted me in a fucking straitjacket as a child.”

      “Perhaps you’d be healthier now.”

      “You were no angel, Francis. Your penchant was for the neighbor boys, remember.”

      “I’m adult now, not a curious teen. And it’s time you grow up too.”

      “How about Craig Lewis, brother? Was he a curious teen?” said Peter.

      “That’s not germane to our conversation. And you had no right to do—”

      “What a scandal if that came to light.”

      “I’ve seen the tapes. I know it was you. So does the chief. The police might catch you and then where would our stunted little family be?”

      “You should have felt him crying…”

      “DAMMIT, Peter!”

      Peter Lynch ducked from the shout. His face twisted and he threw the glass globe like a fastball. His aim was poor and he hit the doorframe. The earth shattered into slivers. Francis, ducking, was cut across the cheek by sharp wedges.

      “DON’T shout at me!”

      Pale and trembling, Francis said, “He knows. Daniel Jennings knows, Peter! He was in your godforsaken field and he knows!”

      Peter bent as if struck from behind. Hands bracing on his desk, staggering, and pushing papers off the far side. The fingers of his right hand curled around a twenty-inch saltwater hook. Stainless steel, massive, used to catch five-hundred pound tuna and alligators. Six of them lay on the desk.

      “She told him.”

      “I can’t hear you,” said Francis. Crimson trickled from two cuts under his cheekbone.

      “She told him. That’s the only reason Daniel was there.”

      “You mean Daisy Hathaway?”

      “I…I told her about the field. I don’t know why, I was…out of sorts. I was happy and I confided in her and she betrayed me.”

      “This woman has driven you mad. Literally mad. In each instance you think you’ve found a replacement. But she’s fool’s gold.”

      “A replacement?” said Peter.

      “Someone to love you. Accept you. You’re trying to fill the void where a mother should be. But these nubile girls aren’t it. You’re conflating desires.”

      In Peter’s frazzled state, he had no chance to absorb the diagnosis. The truth of Francis’ words fell like bags of cement between them.

      “I can fix it,” said Peter.

      “How?”

      “She’ll marry me.”

      “No.”

      “I’m proposing. In two days, at the Christmas party.”

      “No, Peter, God no.”

      “In front of everyone. So they can all see the kind of man I am. That I don’t lose,” said Peter.

      “That will fix nothing.”

      “That will fix everything.”

      Francis cast a glance at the ceiling, as though an answer could be found in the heavens. He told himself, “I was born into a family of mental illness. And then adopted into another with the same condition.”

      “She loves me, Francis.”

      “The girl won’t fix you. We were abandoned by our mother. Saying it out loud might be therapeutic.”

      “You’re the one bringing up our mother, not me. I want to talk about Daisy.”

      “Daisy ripped out your face,” said Francis.

      “Daisy was scared, I moved too quickly. She showed spirit.”

      “You marry or rape or kill anyone that interests you. Use them and abandon them before they abandon you. And that lifestyle must end.”

      “This one is different.”

      “Can you truly not see the pattern, brother? With every woman or man who intimidates you, the process begins again. Currently it’s Daisy and Daniel. It’ll be someone else next. This is the mess the chief meant. You should listen to your parent, just this once, no matter his flaws.”

      As Francis spoke, Peter was grinding his teeth. Blood leaked from his mouth and spattered on a printed court order beneath. “She’ll marry me or she’ll wish she did.”

      “She won’t say yes.”

      Peter righted his spine. Wiped his mouth. Held up the hook and pressed his thumb into the wicked barb. Enjoyed the pain. “She will eventually.”

      “You are deep into an antisocial personality disorder and you need immediate medical attention. Hell, you might need an ambulance.”

      “Time for you to go, brother.”

      “This is my final offer. If you refuse aid, you won’t see me again.”

      “Keep your mouth closed about the proposal. And about your gay lover and everything else. Keep it closed or I’ll staple it closed. It’ll be nostalgic.”

      Francis nodded, as though a matter was settled. “Very well. I’m sorry, Peter.”

      “You have to keep your lopsided mouth closed. Because if you don’t, I’ll tell everyone. Imagine the fucking headlines as everyone’s favorite judge is charged with felonies.” Peter came around the desk. Waggled the heavy hook. “It was a riot, Francis. Daniel hurled himself into his own grave, the one I was digging for him. What are the odds? Maybe I’ll bury you next to him if you don’t get out of my got’damn office this second. Run away, big brother.”

      “Peter—”

      Peter getting closer. “Run.”

      “You’re insane.”

      But Francis ran.
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      Dean Gordon rang Jennings at seven Thursday morning.

      “Mr. Jennings, I apologize for the early call.”

      Jennings sat up and rubbed his eyes. Checked the clock. He’d managed one hour of sleep. He was falling apart. “No problem.”

      “I want to touch base, clarify where we’re at with this whole thing. It’s been a tough week.”

      Jennings didn’t respond.

      “It’s been rough for you too, I’m sure. How you holding up?” said Gordon.

      “I’ll get through it.”

      “I’ve gathered information on your arrest earlier this week. The charges against you are…well, Mr. Jennings, they’re significant and disturbing.”

      “Have you spoken to Peter Lynch?”

      A pause. “He hasn’t returned my calls or emails.”

      “The cocaine charge is ludicrous. I passed a drug test at the jail and I’ll keep passing them. The cocaine was planted in my truck,” said Jennings.

      “By who?”

      “You know who. Maybe we don’t say things out loud so you have some plausible deniability.”

      “Is that necessary?”

      Jennings was exhausted, weary, feeling mean. “Mr. Gordon, you know exactly what’s going on. I think you’re aware of the powerful forces fighting against me, against Daisy Hathaway, against Craig Lewis. It’s hard for you to act because those forces are somewhat in your corner. But let’s not pretend you’re innocent or ignorant.”

      Silence rang loudly through the phone. After a moment Jennings detected a tortured sigh on the other end.

      “Are you sleeping well, Mr. Gordon?”

      “I am not.”

      “Because you have a guess about what happened to Craig Lewis. And what happened to Daisy Hathaway and to Peter Lynch’s beard and what happened to me.”

      “As I said, I’m… I gathered the information—”

      “Gathering is the easy part."

      "Do you have anything else to add that isn’t in the police report?” said Gordon.

      “You have a big problem on your hands. It isn’t me. I’m just a guy easy to get rid of.”

      “Be that as it may, I have a substitute teacher secured to teach your class today and tomorrow. Ms. Pierce will handle your after-school responsibilities. And we’ll talk soon about long-term plans. Do you understand?”

      “I understand more than you wish I did, Gordon.”

      Jennings hung up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The SafeSide Tactical shooting range was monitored by security cameras Jennings wanted to avoid. Instead he browsed the internet and found Potts Slope Shooting Range in Craig County. The drive took him forty minutes and he found it vacant. Early December was a lull between hunting seasons.

      He limped to the first bay with the shotgun bag, knee still sore. Unzipped the bag and took out the Browning, ridiculous in appearance now; even with the silencer it was shorter than before.

      He chose a 00 buckshot shell. They were subsonic, a quieter load, purchased to reduce noise inside the confines of a firing range. Perfect for his purposes.

      Jennings pressed the top lever to break open the action. Inserted a buckshot cartridge. Closed it, the lever snapping back into place. Raised the gun, pulled the recoil pad hard against his shoulder. Didn’t bother resting his face on the cheek piece to aim. Held his breath, the fog from his mouth vanishing upward. Squeezed the trigger.

      A shotgun blast shatters the air and hurts your ears. The Browning, however, merely startled the range. Much of the pop was swallowed up in the suppressor baffles. It was loud but Jennings’ naked ears felt okay. The echoes came and went, came and went. Oddly he missed the heavy boom, a familiar childhood memory of the gun fired in sport. The new sound was foreign, sinister.

      Jennings stood a long time, glaring down the range at piles of earthen backstops and lamella traps. He broke open the action and the shell ejected. Made a hollow thunk landing at his feet, hot, spent, empty. Ready for the garbage.

      He didn’t fire another round. Didn’t need to.
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      That evening Jennings was sitting on his floor again. His prosthesis lay beside him so his throbbing leg could heal.

      He’d cut the shotgun barrel again and still he thought it was too long. He’d already removed the takedown lever. If he cut anymore, the suppressor would be flush against the chamber and the shell exposed.

      If he owned an unregistered pistol, that would’ve saved a lot of work. On the bright side, with a shotgun there was no chance of Lynch’s survival. The man was a bear and bears required stopping power.

      What if he cut…

      What if he cut off the stock?

      Of course! Why hadn’t that occurred to him before? He wouldn’t be holding the gun to his cheek.

      The shotgun was short enough now that pinning it between the mattress and bedspring was awkward. He sat on top to provide stability and sawed downward with the hacksaw. The teeth were growing dull and his arm burned, the gunsmith surgery requiring fifteen minutes.

      When he finished, the stubby gun lay on the carpet and looked obscene. Once beautiful, now deformed and stunted. He stood up, grabbed his crutches, and leaned on them. Looking straight down.

      It was short enough now. Right…?

      He’d been in the position, vision blurring from exhaustion, for two minutes when the idea struck him. It hit him hard enough that he fell backward onto the bed.

      “Oh man,” he whispered. “Oh man, ohmanohman.”

      It might work.

      It might work.

      If the maintenance shed had the right tools…

      Jennings was racing on crutches across the campus, billowing steam. Blind with exhaustion.

      He returned and the apartment telephone was ringing. In his delirium he didn’t understand the noise. He swatted at the device to make it stop, knocking the receiver off the wall. A man’s voice buzzed from it.

      “Jennings? Yo? You there?”

      He picked the receiver up. “Lynch?”

      “No, man. It’s Coach. Coach Murray. Where the hell you been?”

      “My cell phone is dead.” Hopping on one leg, Jennings maneuvered himself into a chair before falling.

      “Daisy said you went to kill Lynch Monday night. That true?” said Murray.

      “It’s true.”

      “Jennings, you can’t go all lone wolf like that shit.”

      “I found graves in his field.”

      “Like a cemetery?”

      “We fought and he told me he buries the bodies deep to avoid detection but the deeper the grave, the deeper the ground depression afterward.”

      “Oh damn. He confessed,” said Murray.

      “Yes.”

      “What do we do?”

      “I don’t know yet.” Jennings heard the words, but wasn’t confident he’d uttered them.

      “The chief of police is corrupt. He’ll just arrest your ass, right?”

      “So I’ll just kill Lynch.”

      “Nope. You’re not thinking straight, Jennings.”

      “Everything changed. I thought he hit his kids. I thought he bullied reporters and bribed his way out of trouble. But it’s only grown worse. He killed Craig. Tried to rape Daisy. Admitted he buries women on his property. Everything’s changed.”

      “Daniel—”

      “Lynch told me he strings people up with fish hooks and buries them after.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” said Murray.

      “It means he needs to die.”

      “All serial killers are white dudes, you ever notice that? What is wrong with y’all.”

      “No one cares. Everyone is too busy. So I’ll do it. I’ll handle this like I should have last year.”

      “What’s that mean? Last year? You were across the world last year.”

      “The gunshot will be quiet.”

      “No, man. You’ll go to jail. Forever jail, you get it?”

      “He’s after Daisy, Coach.”

      “Here’s an idea. You two go hide. Go hide and call cops until you find one who’ll dig those bodies up,” said Murray.

      “I’ll kill him and I won’t get caught. But I need your help.”

      “Bullshit my help. You’re talking like—”

      “I know.” Like I’m insane too.

      “You need a doctor, Jennings.”

      “There’s no time. It has to be me. I need to do this.”

      “This is about your damn leg,” said Murray.

      Jennings made a noise, sounded like he’d been punched. He flinched away from the phone, scalded by the hot truth.

      “This is special forces PTSD shit, Jennings.”

      Jennings’ missing foot shouted at him with phantom pain. The hurt grabbed him, took him away. “I…”

      “You still there?”

      “I have to do this,” said Jennings.

      “What? I couldn’t hear you.”

      “I have to do this.” Jennings closed his eyes and tasted bile. “I have to. Have to.”

      “No you don’t. You need help.”

      Jennings felt the oncoming might of anxiety and rage. Weapons carried by his memories.

      Murray was correct—the current danger had intertwined itself into his military service; his new friends had taken their place in Afghanistan, screaming at the rockets. He was a medic, he kept people alive, even at great cost. Somehow if he helped get Daisy and Coach Murray and Craig Lewis to safety, he wasn’t an irredeemable failure.

      He’d lost one already. The enemy was free but in his crosshairs.

      His friends, Jimmy Logan and Corey Lowe. Lying in pieces in the sand. His friend, Craig Lewis.

      “Jennings. Daniel? Listen to me. Can you talk? I’m on the way over. Me and Daisy. You just stay alive until then. You got me? Daniel.”

      Unwanted film played between Jennings’ ears, a projector he couldn’t stop. He turned his face against it. But the sound and noise swelled.
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        * * *

      

      A sweet voice. Speaking to him, an angel.

      A voice he knew from lifetimes past. A woman. She kept talking and he followed her notes. She spoke and darkness was forced to hide. The grief wasn’t destroyed but it was kept in abeyance.

      Daniel opened his eyes.

      He was on the bed. A woman sat on a chair beside him.

      “Daisy.”

      “I have water. And the bottle of Xanax I found in your bathroom, if you need it,” she said.

      “What’re you doing here?”

      “Coach Murray and I both came. He left ten minutes ago. If we go to the hospital, he’ll meet us there.”

      Jennings sat up. Rubbed his eyes. Wondered if this was the afterlife. “What happened? What time is it?”

      “Ten. At night. Daniel, when was the last time you slept?”

      Jennings shot an eye to the carpet. The shotgun and his tools were in the corner, evidence of an unsound mind.

      “I don’t know. Last week?”

      “Should we go to the hospital?

      “Maybe. If I can’t sleep tonight, yeah, I’ll go.”

      “Good. That’s the response of a good and wise man. If you do, I’ll drive.”

      He stood and crutched to the restroom. Splashed cold water on his face to wake up. Returning, he glanced in the mirror—a pale corpse stared back with sunken eyes.

      “Are you hungry?” she said.

      “Starving.”

      “I have pizza baking in the oven. You look like you need some.”

      He did.
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        * * *

      

      They chatted at the table, the empty pizza box between them. Jennings felt reborn. He tried to remember his last meal and couldn’t. The same was true for a shower and a good sleep.

      He produced the best grin he couldn’t. “This isn’t how I thought our first date would go.”

      “This is our second.”

      “At the coffee shop? That didn’t count.”

      “It did to me, Daniel.” She played with a napkin. “How bad is it? Are you thinking of killing yourself?”

      “I’m not suicidal. I wasn’t even depressed. But after Craig died I couldn’t think straight.”

      She nodded, looking hopeful. “That’s understandable. Especially in light of your history.”

      “Something about the wound not being healed yet.”

      “Maybe that’s one that never will.”

      “I have proof, Daisy. Do you remember the field Lynch mentioned on your date? He buries bodies out there. I found the sunken spots. He thought I was about to die so he confessed.”

      “Are you sure? Can you trust yourself?”

      “I’m positive. I told my attorney and we’re supposed to figure it out soon. I just…fell apart in the waiting.”

      “You’re allowed to do that, I think. As long as you come back.”

      Jennings took her hand and squeezed. She returned the pressure and neither released. Jennings wanted to tell her that she’d probably saved his life again, that he’d been on the verge of driving to Lynch’s and pulling a trigger, but that seemed too weighty and awful a truth to admit.

      “What do we do?” she said.

      “We don’t die.”

      She smiled. “I like it.”

      “We don’t die and we get you away from Lynch. Once we’re gone, I’ll call my lawyer and figure out what to do.”

      “I’m not going to his Christmas party, that’s certain.”

      Jennings’ blinks were longer, the pizza filling him with a fuzzy calm. “Agreed. We’ll be on the road by then.”

      “You want to leave tomorrow?”

      “Lynch is insane. Once you skip the party, he might come after you.”

      “Let’s sleep on it. If you still want to in the morning, I’ll call in sick and pack.”

      “I’m thinking clearly about this, Daisy. Finally. For a long time, this was personal. I made it personal, a fight between me and Lynch. It was about him, but it was about me and my issues, and it was about my past. I see it now. I was exhausted from teaching and Lynch rattled me and then Craig died and I…I lost control.”

      “Do you believe you have it back now? You look better.”

      “I feel better now than I have since before Craig died. I feel good enough to realize that I need a few more days. I feel good enough to realize we’re outgunned. We’ll be safer away from here,” said Jennings.

      “I trust you.”

      “Tomorrow.” He stood and crushed the pizza box and shoved it into the trash.

      “Do you think Coach Murray is in danger?”

      Jennings yawned so big his jaw cracked. “No. All Lynch wants to do to Murray is fire him. It’s you I’m worried about. Tomorrow afternoon we’re driving straight to a cabin in the Smoky Mountains and I’m not bringing you home until Lynch is in handcuffs.”

      “It almost sounds romantic.” Her cheeks pinked. “If you didn’t smell so bad.”

      “Nothing a shower can’t fix.”

      “And sleep, Daniel.”

      “I’m headed to bed. My eyes aren’t staying open. Do you mind?”

      “No. But I’m sitting beside your bed until you fall asleep.”

      “I can manage it on my own. I know I don’t look it, but I feel great.”

      “I believe you but I’m staying anyway. You’ve become important to me, Daniel.”

      He was moving on autopilot, getting into bed. He fell asleep the second after he’d pulled up his covers. Hathaway lowered into the chair next to his bed and placed a hand on his shoulder.

      She cast her eyes back to the bizarre weapon in the corner. Jennings’ apartment was exceptionally neat, except for that area. Murray had located shotgun shells in his drawer and taken them with him. Just in case.

      What would he have done with such a short gun anyway?
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      Byron Horton was sitting at the kitchen table when Hathaway returned home that evening. Her emotional guard came up immediately but she was exhausted, like a boxer in the twelfth round.

      “What’s wrong?” she said.

      Byron held a fizzing glass of Pepsi. “Nothing. I’m packed up, kid.”

      “Oh. You’re done?”

      “Surprise, right?”

      “Are you leaving now?”

      “Tomorrow, if that’s okay. Or after the weekend.”

      “Tomorrow is fine,” she said. “What can I do?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What about your clothes?”

      “I hauled them to a storage unit today.”

      Skeptically she peered down the hall. “I’ll wash your dirty—”

      “I already did. Washed and dried and packed.”

      “The master bath?”

      “I got my stuff out. And scrubbed my sink.”

      “You had boxes in the spare bedroom,” she said.

      “Gone.”

      “The basement is a disaster area. I’ll help down there.”

      “Most of it’s already hauled. Got a few boxes left for tomorrow. The TV, my guitar, the XBox, stuff like that.”

      “Wow, Byron.”

      A lopsided grin. “I know. First time I’ve been an adult in a long while. And it’s too late.” He patted the table. “Sit down for a minute.”

      She did. Perched on the edge of the chair, wary, ready to leave if he grew emotional or cruel.

      “Listen, Hathaway. Daisy. I know I screwed this up. This’s on me and I own it. I’m sorry I got mad.”

      Some of the starch in her spine softened. She searched his eyes for sincerity. “That’s okay. We were both holding it when it fell apart.”

      “No, but I know. I know it was me. You tried and I didn’t. I think… I don’t know what I think. I wasn’t ready to grow up.”

      “Neither was I,” she said.

      “Yeah you were. But you were yoked to the wrong guy. Life is just bigger than I thought it was. Marriage is bigger. Jobs are harder. Self-management is harder, and I fumbled it. I’m looking in the mirror and realizing I still think I’m seventeen.”

      Hathaway nodded, thinking about his words clanging on other parts of her life. “Life is bigger, you’re right.”

      “It’s a big deal. And you made it hard to grow up.”

      “I did?”

      “You took care of everything, Hathaway. You cleaned, you cooked, you paid the bills. I didn’t have to do anything. I didn’t have to grow up. So…I didn’t. Did you ever think about that? The downside to taking care of someone?”

      “I thought about it every night.”

      “Look at me.” Byron patted his protruding stomach. “I’m reverse aging. I even got my baby fat.”

      Hathaway groaned. “Me too. I’ve been stress eating the past few weeks.”

      “No, babe. You’re fly. Trust me. I couldn’t believe it when Daisy Hathaway wanted to go out with me. The Daisy Hathaway. I still feel that way. Every time I look at you.”

      “You’re sweet.” She gave him a smile at half-wattage.

      “Is it working?”

      “No.” And it wasn’t. He was making a big speech, doing his best, but in her mind he’d already been gone.

      “You wanna fool around one last time?”

      “Tempting. But I think we better not, Byron.”

      “You and this new guy. Are you two an item?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Byron said, “Really? Why not? Then why the heck am I—”

      “You need to move out because it’s best for you. Not because I found someone else. With him, I don’t know what will happen because…like you said, life is difficult. I don’t know exactly how he feels and he’s dealing with life too.”

      “Have you two…?”

      “No.”

      “Is he blind? I see how you’ve been dressing.”

      “He’s preoccupied.”

      “Are you blind? Big good-looking guy like that… Surely you noticed.”

      She smiled. “I noticed. But I was engaged. And I don’t break the rules. At least when I can help it.”

      “Hey, weird question. Can I have the ring? Might be able to get some money back. You haven’t worn it in a long time.”

      Byron said it casually with no idea how it might sting. But Hathaway felt nothing. She wasn’t even sure where the ring was. She searched a moment, found it in a drawer, came back, and set it between them.

      The sight of the little gold ring on the cheap table grabbed them both. It felt like the totemic period at the end of a long, rambling sentence. This was the moment their old life ended.

      “We…” Byron’s voice caught. He wiped his eyes, surprised at their betrayal. “We really screwed it up, didn’t we.”

      “We really did.”

      “From here on out, we’ll do it better.”

      She lowered into her chair again. Pushed her hair back. She’d run out of words too.

      “Right, kid? We’ll do it better in the future.”

      She hoped so. At the moment, however, she couldn’t see beyond the next twenty-four hours. The future was a great yawning abyss.
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      Peter Lynch sat in his office, not working. His inattention to his legal practice resulted in accumulating piles of manila folders on the desk and in the corners. His office manager Jerry had given up trying. Jerry came into work each morning hoping Lynch had dealt with at least one case the previous night, prepared for a day of forging his signature and making excuses to opposing counsels.

      Lynch’s eyes were glued on his two new monitors. Live video feeds, sharp, clear, and in color. One of a dark bedroom, one of a bright kitchen. He’d placed the small cameras himself two days ago when he could wait no longer. They were artfully hidden and motion activated—he had a few months of battery life. He’d installed a wireless Verizon hotspot in the attic for the cameras.

      Through his speakers, voices spoke.

      The man—a boy in need of a haircut, really—was talking.

      You wanna fool around one last time?

      The woman, Lynch’s woman, replied, Tempting. But I think we better not, Byron.

      Lynch’s teeth relented and he swallowed blood. He didn’t know what he’d do if his bedroom camera caught them fornicating. He might drive there and kill them both. He pumped his fist and smiled, crimson along the gums.

      You and this new guy. Are you two an item?

      I’m not sure.

      Really? Why not? Why the heck am I—

      You need to move out because it’s best for you. Not because I found someone else. With him, I don’t know what will happen because…like you said, life is difficult. I don’t know exactly how he feels and he’s dealing with life too.

      She’s talking about me. SHE’S TALKING ABOUT ME! The halls of his mind were fuzzy, the pathways changing, and he no longer knew how to think clearly.

      Have you two…?

      No.

      Is he blind? I saw how you’ve been dressing.

      He’s preoccupied.

      Are you blind? Big good-looking guy like that… Surely you noticed.

      I noticed. But I was engaged. And I don’t break the rules, at least when I can help it.

      Lynch stood up and his rolling chair shot backwards. He lumbered away from his desk, hands balled into fists.

      “Big guy, preoccupied…” he said. Lynch paused to enjoy the sensation of his chest swelling, the pure sweetness of requited affection. A shocking change from his primary emotion—rage. “I was engaged. Was engaged… She WAS engaged.”

      He stopped pacing to brace himself on his desk, his hands gripping the edge near the glinting fish hooks. The fish hooks he no longer needed. Probably no longer needed.

      We really screwed it up, didn’t we.

      We really did.

      From here on out, we’ll do better.

      Lynch’s strength gave out and he lowered to his knees. Dropped his head and bit the edge of the desk, leaving teeth prints in the mahogany. Clamped down until it hurt, hurt enough to provide release.

      On screen, the man said, Are you still going to that big Christmas party?

      No, I don’t think so.

      Lynch’s eyes popped open.

      Why not? I’ll go with you, if you don’t want to go stag.

      No thank you. That’s not it, said Daisy.

      She wasn’t going? Why the hell not?

      Not in the holiday spirit, huh. Me either, said the man.

      I just can’t this year.

      Lynch released the table with his teeth. Stared at the screen. His fingers moved automatically, like drawing the point of a hook across his thumb over and over, the reflex of a child in thought.

      Whispering, cold and quiet. “No, Daisy. The guest of honor can’t skip the party. Tomorrow is the most important day of your life. Of our life.”
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      Dean Gordon sat in his office on the morning of the Christmas gala. He was leaning backward in his chair, his fingers pressed thoughtfully to his lips.

      On his computer screen, an email from the school board of trustees waited for his reply.

      …We are concerned the severity of Daniel Jennings’ charges is being made light of by the head of our Academy. The safety and security of our student body must come first, and yet an instructor accused of assault and battery remains on campus. It is the board’s directive that Mr. Jennings be removed from his post immediately and indefinitely…

      The board’s directive. Gordon snorted. This email had been written by Lynch alone. What a disaster the hiring of Daniel Jennings had become. Not for anything he did wrong; in fact the students and faculty loved him. So did the parents. It was Lynch who bore the blame. He’d been suggesting to Gordon for weeks that Jennings should be released, offering no real reason.

      Farther down the letter.

      It is also the determination of the board that the Academy hire a new athletic director and football coach for the next school year. We leave it to your discretion when to alert Tyron Murray about his need to secure a position elsewhere…

      Firing Coach Murray was unconscionable. A hard-working and well-respected man who took a lesser football team to the state finals. Another demand directly from Lynch, who thought his son Benjamin was the next great NFL star. Everything about the email reeked.

      On his screen, just visible behind the Outlook window, was the audio file of Lynch and Ms. Hathaway. The file she says Lynch had doctored to cover his assault in the car. He still had the note from Jennings about Lynch’s erratic behavior in the classroom, throwing books and speaking inappropriately to Ms. Hathaway. And now Mr. Jennings claimed Lynch planted cocaine in his truck, something he wouldn’t put past the man.

      Gordon minimized the Outlook window, revealing an open Excel spreadsheet behind it. The budget projections for the next school year. They planned to spend forty-thousand dollars per student and that was the bare minimum. Fifty-thousand or higher was more in line with their competitors, but the Academy was only charging thirty-two for tuition, room, and board, and that was if the student didn’t qualify for assistance, resulting in their current huge deficit. Gordon had checks to write before Christmas totaling half a million dollars. And another half million in January. Another in February.

      It could work. It would work, based on trends. But only if the school’s benefactors didn’t bail. Only if he appeased the wealthy titans.

      Some days Gordon thought about quitting. Moving with his wife to Arizona and the dry heat and not providing Peter Lynch an address. Jettisoning himself from the grind. Escaping the budgets and instructor complaints and banal chores. Chores like arranging for substitutes when a teacher no-showed, as Daisy Hathaway had done today. Very unlike her.

      Gordon picked up his phone. Paused. Replaced the receiver. Better practice the speech first.

      “Mr. Jennings, this is Dean Gordon. I’m afraid the school board would prefer…no, the trustees are directing you…have directed you to leave… The trustees have directed you to vacate the apartment provided for you. In an abundance of caution. The safety of our students…the student body…”

      He picked up the receiver again and Jennings’ voice drifted from it.

      Let’s not pretend you’re innocent or ignorant. You have a guess about what happened to Craig Lewis. You have a big problem on your hands. And it isn’t me.

      No. He couldn’t do it. Not right now.

      He couldn’t call Murray either. The faculty would know instantly and tonight’s gala would be ruined. The Christmas gala.

      It was Christmas, for heaven’s sake!

      He replaced the receiver again.

      He’d tell Jennings in person tomorrow. He’d offer him severance pay. Hell, he might even help the man pack and pay for a moving truck.

      Why? Stone cold guilt and cowardice, that’s why.

      You have a big problem on your hands, Gordon.
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      Jennings slept like the dead until his apartment’s phone won the battle. It rang until Jennings forced himself into the kitchen.

      “Morning, my man. It’s your favorite attorney,” said Josh Dixon, loud and bright in his ear.

      Hathaway was gone but she’d left a note with XOXO after her name. “Is something wrong?” Jennings mumbled.

      “I’m guessing you just woke up and you won’t get there for your test,” said Dixon.

      Jennings blinked stupidly at the sunlight pouring through his window. “My test?”

      “According to the terms and conditions of your bond, you need to pass a weekly drug test. Your number popped today and you should’ve received a text about it.”

      “My phone’s dead.”

      “Not to worry, I’ll call them and reschedule you for this afternoon. District 15 Probation and Parole in Salem.”

      “Thanks, Josh. I’ll get there.” He rubbed his face and leaned against the bedroom door jamb.

      “You bet, what are friends for. And let’s talk after, huh? I can’t stop thinking about Peter Lynch, my man. I might drive out there myself and take pictures. You said it’s in a field? This could be huge.”

      “Not a good idea. I’ll call you later this afternoon.”

      “Why don’t I meet you after test?” said Dixon.

      “Because I’m getting out of town. He’s a danger to Daisy Hathaway, the girl I mentioned. I’ll call you from the road.”

      “You’d be breaking the conditions of your bond. Gotta stay in Roanoke. Let’s go to the field and you show me what you saw.”

      “That’d be breaking the conditions too.”

      “Fair point. The hell kind of lawyer am I?” Dixon laughed. “Can you send me the coordinates?”

      Some inner voice cautioned against it, concerned at his attorney’s blind enthusiasm. “Maybe later. I’ll think about it.”

      “Send some Google Earth photos too, of the field’s location. For evidence. Hey, that drug test today. You’ll pass, right?”

      “Yes, I’ll pass the test. No drugs.”

      “Good. Take the test and call me after. This is going to be huge, bud. For both of us.”

      Jennings took a shower. Dressed and made coffee. Using the apartment phone, he called and left a message with Coach Murray, thanking him for his help. Then he called Hathaway’s phone but she didn’t answer. He left a message, telling her he’d be ready to travel after his drug test, and to call him back.

      But she didn’t. Her reply never came.
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      A professional decorating crew was festooning Peter Lynch’s home in holiday cheer, and Chief Gibbs parked his unmarked cruiser beside their van.

      He wiped sweat from his forehead and fumbled with another pill bottle he’d purchased that morning after a sleepless night. He worked the safety cap with thick, shaking fingers but the damn thing wouldn’t open so he threw it against the glass. The top popped off and pills scattered like confetti.

      Good hell. Nothing was going right.

      He scrabbled two caplets together, tossed them back, and drank from his coffee thermos. Deep breath. Opened the car door.

      A woman dressed in a white parka and Isotoner gloves was wrapping blinking garland around Peter’s porch railing. She was about his age and she called, “Are we under arrest, officer?” the way women did to flirt with him.

      Gibbs couldn’t force a smile. “Maybe. You look like trouble.”

      Ann Lynch came running out of the house, arms raised. Such a little girl, such a big house, she often had it to herself. Her and Homer. Chief Gibbs picked her up, enduring the agony in his body, and kissed her forehead.

      “What are you doing here, Chief?”

      Gibbs wished she would call him Papa or Grandpa or something other than Chief. “I heard there’s a Christmas party. I don’t like to miss a good time.”

      She stuck her lower lip out. “I can’t go. I have to stay upstairs with Homer.”

      “Grownup parties are boring.”

      “Did you bring me a present?”

      “Not this time. Where’s your daddy?”

      He wanted to carry her across the lawn but couldn’t, so she ran up the wide staircase ahead of him. The house opened directly into a massive great room. More square footage than the chief’s entire home. A den, a living room, the dining room, all together with a good view of the kitchen over a marble counter. The ceilings were high and the room lit with wrought-iron chandeliers. The house was decorated like a luxury log cabin.

      Peter Lynch was in the kitchen shouting at his phone. Ann was inured to the shouting; she knew to shout back to be heard.

      Lynch saw him and his face paled. He’d trimmed his beard short to match the hair growing back in patches on his cheeks. He said, “Fix it. Get her here now or I’ll bankrupt you. And she better be kissing my ass when she arrives.” And hung up.

      “Afternoon, son,” said Gibbs.

      “Hello, Chief. What’re you doing here?”

      Gibbs noted the transformation, the tall angry man on the phone reducing to a frightened boy. It used to give him pleasure, but not today. “Your big party’s looking good.”

      “The bartending service is balking.”

      “I heard. Hope she shows, I could use a drink.”

      “Tonight is the Christmas party for the Academy,” said Lynch.

      “I know.”

      “The only invitees are the faculty and staff and the trustees. And their dates.”

      “Which means that pretty little Daisy is coming.”

      Lynch’s eyes glanced toward the stairs, so quick Gibbs didn’t register it. “She is.”

      “Which means you’ll do something stupid.”

      “No I won’t.”

      “Your brother told me you plan on proposing.”

      “That’s not—”

      “Don’t lie to me,” said Gibbs.

      “That’s not…your business.”

      “Like hell it ain’t. You do something stupid, it affects all of us.”

      “It’s not stupid. She won’t say no.” Lynch was talking in a whine. He heard it and hated himself.

      “Yes, boy. She will.” Gibbs walked toward him. Gibbs used the same method of intimidation that Lynch did, the menacing direct approach. Proximity and threat of violence. It worked on everyone, his clients, attorneys, teachers, and his children. He needed it to work on his son right now.

      “No I have it planned out.”

      “Your plans never work. Not once,” said Gibbs.

      “Trust me, I know she’ll say yes. I know she will. I… I have the ring.”

      Gibbs didn’t know it at the time, but Lynch had a big tuna hook in his left pocket, and an engagement ring in his right. Gibbs came around the counter into the kitchen. “You said that before, that you had it planned, that everything would be fine. With your first wife. With your second wife. With those girls you date. Trust me, you said, they love me. You fat… No.. Listen, son—”

      “This time—”

      Gibbs was close enough to hit Lynch, and he did. A slap to the face. Lynch, long accustomed to pain, showed nothing. Gibbs hadn’t meant to, but some reflex triggered. He pressed on. “This time nothing, boy. You can’t propose. She’s not some squirrel you can choke, a flopping rabbit you can hoist.”

      “I heard her, Chief. I heard her talking about me.”

      “You’re demented.”

      “No. I’m not! I did this.… My case is airtight.”

      “I raised you well and you… Dammit, Peter, you’re still a little demented boy chasing girls who don’t love you,” said Gibbs.

      “She does love—”

      Gibbs hit him again, the stinging slap of meat. “No. She doesn’t.”

      Lynch’s teeth started to grind. Through them he said, “You’ll see. You’ll see and it’ll be YOU apologizing to ME.”

      Gibbs reared back, ready to hit harder. “Daddies don’t apologize. Ever.”

      “I said YOU’LL SEE!” A sudden outburst and Lynch shoved the chief in the chest.

      The older man’s neck snapped forward—his muscles would hurt for a week. He hit the counter behind and rolled onto it, gasping. Twenty years ago he would’ve handled it better. Now everything screamed inside.

      Lynch advanced on him. His voice quaked with the enormity of what he’d done. “Don’t you come into MY house and HIT ME! I didn’t… I didn’t want to do that!”

      Gibbs pivoted across the counter and landed with a grunt. Held up his hands. “Alright, boy. Alright, calm down. Boys don’t hit their daddies.”

      “You’re no father to me, Chief.”

      “Take deep breaths. Relax, Peter.”

      “Francis. Francis told you Daisy and I were getting married.” Lynch put a hand to his mouth and swallowed.

      “Francis told me about your absurd… Of course he did.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Because you’re destroying the family, Peter!”

      “We’re NOT a family! I’m the fat idiot you’re stuck with. You told me enough. Daisy and me, we’ll be a true family.”

      “I’m trying to fix things. To fix you.”

      “It’s too late, Chief.”

      Gibbs’ shoulders dropped, muscles unclenching. Peter was right, it was too late. Gibbs saw the truth. They had run out of time—no more chances.

      “Get out,” said Lynch.

      “I’m staying.”

      “I don’t need you here. I can control myself.”

      “No Peter. You can’t. You haven’t ever. And tonight won’t be any different. I’d be retired ten years if you could. I’m staying, and you know why? That one-legged Green Beret might show.”

      The phone fell from Lynch’s left hand. Landed with a crack.

      “Daniel Jennings?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “I didn’t invite… I won, I beat him. He’s prohibited by the court,” said Lynch.

      “Think that’ll keep him away?”

      “You should have kept that sergeant nobody in jail. You cops are worthless.”

      “That’s why I’m staying. If Jennings shows, I’ll arrest him.”

      “Daisy chose me.” Lynch was staring at the ceiling.

      “Okay, Peter. Whatever you say. Enjoy your party. I’ll help clean up after.” Gibbs moved toward a chair, looking like an old man stretching his neck.

      Francis had been right—now the day was here, Gibbs had woken that morning convinced he couldn’t murder his own son. Their plan, kill Jennings and Peter and stage it so they’d shot one anther, was solid but unthinkable. He’d arrived at the house, desperate for a way out.

      But now?

      Now he only saw a rabid dog that needed to be put down. That was the path to preserve the future of Francis, the future of his grandchildren, and his own legacy. The madness of Jennings would be blamed, and not the madness of Peter Lynch.

      His powerful pain meds had taken the edge off too, he was certain. Provided his violence additional agency. More pills would be necessary later.

      Through the wide front doors, the sound of laughter reached them. Ann and Homer helping with the decorations. The first guests would be arriving in two hours.
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      A bored bond officer watched Jennings pee in a cup. When asked why, the officer explained some people arrive with balloons full of clean urine to beat the system.

      Afterward, Jennings took care not to look in the mirror. Didn’t want to dwell on himself. No longer a Green Beret and probably not a teacher for long. Wasn’t even invited to the Christmas party. On a Friday evening he was peeing in a cup while a bond officer watched at District 15 Probation and Parole.

      “How many times do I have to do that?” said Jennings.

      The front administrator checked her papers. “Once a week until your court date.”

      “Not the finest five minutes of my life.”

      “I bet.”

      Jennings hurried to his car, the trunk full of food and luggage. Ready to retreat. Parked in the adjacent spot was a black Acura. The door opened and the Honorable Francis Lynch rose from behind the wheel. He remained where he was, giving him distance.

      Jennings’ pulse accelerated. “Judge Lynch.”

      Francis smirked. He called and his words came as fog. “Mr. Jennings, no need for alarm. I only need ten seconds of your time.”

      “For what?”

      “To chat.” Francis indicated the building he’d vacated. “We’re in a public parking lot, outside a parole office. A dozen security cameras are watching. You can trust me.”

      Jennings was shivering. “Go ahead. Talk.”

      Francis came near, close enough to touch him with his camel jacket.

      “Don’t speak, only listen. Craig Lewis was someone I cared about. And he…” Jennings’ face, like his mind, was armored. Even still, he was surprised to see tears in Francis’ eyes. Francis cleared his throat and said, “I won’t and can’t help the police apprehend Craig’s killer. Nor can I help you with your current charges. But I feel compelled to somehow…honor Craig’s death. Here’s the best I can do—Peter intends to propose to Ms. Hathaway. Tonight, at the Academy’s holiday gala. It’s absurd and misguided, I know, but he’s increasingly… She has broken his mind, put it that way. You can use your imagination on how he’ll endure her rejection.”

      “He’ll kill her,” said Jennings.

      “He might. Unless he’s stopped.”

      “Daisy isn’t going to the party.”

      “Are you positive?”

      Jennings’ reply died on his lips. He’d called Daisy twice, both times leaving messages. He’d assumed she was packing, or maybe she’d gone into work, and he was on his way to her house now. But what if…?

      What if he was too late?

      Francis nodded. “Good luck, Daniel.” He turned on his heel and walked to the sedan.

      Jennings got to his car first and gunned the engine.
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      Hathaway’s red Lexus was in her driveway. A good sign or a bad sign, Jennings didn’t know. He parked on the street, refusing to let a horror shop of images gain advantage over his self-control.

      Hathaway is fine. She has to be.

      He peered through the dark kitchen window—vacant. Without knocking, he tried the front door, found it open, and pushed in. He carried his grandfather’s stunted shotgun and he cleared the room. Closed the door and waited, listening.

      The black house emanated silence, accusatory and loud in his ears. He flipped the light switch. On the table, Hathaway’s keys.

      Jennings knew the place was lifeless. She wasn’t here but he verified. Room by room upstairs, turning on lights and ready to fire at a hairy giant. His footsteps squeaked on the hardwood, announcing him throughout. He dreaded finding a dead body in her bed but it was empty. Her purse lay on the nightstand.

      A cold shiver prickled his skin. She wouldn’t have left the house voluntarily without her purse.

      Jennings flicked on the basement lights and descended the stairs. His finger was off the trigger—he felt itchy, ready to shoot at shadows, didn’t trust his reflexes.

      He’d met Daisy’s fiancé Byron once and recognized him on the couch. His head rested on a pillow and blankets were piled near his feet, like he’d used the couch as a bed.

      A big tuna hook protruded from Byron’s neck. The point had been driven through the man’s throat and into cushions underneath. A bib of dried blood had soaked Byron’s shirt, the couch, the carpet. His body was desiccated from blood loss. Eyes wild and turned upward, looking for eternity.

      The hook had ripped through his jugular, killing Byron within seconds. He’d probably been asleep and never knew what happened. The amount of strength required to punch through a trachea was hideous to consider.

      Peter intends to propose to Ms. Hathaway. Tonight, at the Academy’s holiday gala.

      She has broken his mind.

      Jennings bent over and vomited the remains of his lunch. He let go of the shotgun with one hand, the other searching his pocket for a phone. But he didn’t have one. He raised up and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Ran upstairs and grabbed the phone off the wall, a landline. It produced no tone, maybe never activated, maybe the line was cut.

      Hands shaking, he looked at his watch; the Christmas party was starting.
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      Daisy Hathaway battled memories of waking. Distant confusion and fear, dreams vanishing when reached for, a mist.

      When she surfaced for good, she felt like a swimmer who’d been struggling to breathe for hours; her oxygen out of reach and now it came in a trickle. She was groggy and disoriented from the effort.

      She was in a bed. Good—she’d never been more exhausted. A dark room, a lamp burning. Noise from somewhere.

      Her eyes tried to close but she fought them. She needed her phone, that’s what she needed. Reaching for the nightstand, her fingers knocked off a bag of syringes and three glass vials, which thumped softly onto her rug.

      Frustrating. She rolled to her side, peering over the bed. Frowned. Not her rug. Not her nightstand.

      What was the noise? Music. Music and people somewhere below.

      She sat up and her vision swam sideways. Her stomach revolted and she groaned and collapsed backward onto the pillow.

      I’m naked, she thought, and she was. An abstract notion that should matter but didn’t. She couldn’t force facts to take on importance.

      Sat up again. Still dizzy and now her head ached, but she refused to stay down.

      She swung her legs over the mattress. Scooted to the edge, closing her eyes and the room played tricks. She stood and her muscles failed, operating without power. “Oh!” The sheets wrapped around her and she slumped to the floor in a white cocoon.

      She was pushing herself upright when a man stumped in. A big bearded man, but his face blurred.

      “She’s, she’s awake! Oh no, oh no, she shouldn’t, she shouldn’t move.”

      A little girl wandered in. She pushed the big man.

      “Daddy says she’s sick. Pick her up but don’t touch her.”

      Hathaway couldn’t make out details. Couldn’t make sense.

      The big man scooped Hathaway, sheets and all. His eyes were clenched tight, not looking, and he was biting his tongue like a little boy concentrating. He laid her, as gently as if she was a baby, back on the king mattress and turned away. “Okay. Okay I did it.”

      “How do you feel?” said the girl.

      “Mmm,” said Hathaway. “I don’t know.”

      Sounded like, Mahdunoh.

      “There’s water on the other side. The bathroom door’s there.”

      “Thank you.” Han’yew.

      “Daddy says the medicine should have worked. You’re healed now. If you feel better, you’re supposed to get dressed and go downstairs.”

      “Get dressed?”

      “He bought a dress. It’s in the bathroom.”

      “Where am I?” Hathaway felt dreamy and awkward, talking to the strange girl.

      “At the Christmas party.”

      “Okay.” That made sense. Maybe. A little. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m Ann. Ann Lynch. This is Homer. We’re in the next room watching Anne of Green Gables. Homer is in love with Anne. Her name has an E but mine doesn’t.”

      The little girl took the big man’s hand and pulled him out, telling him he could open his eyes now.

      Ann Lynch?

      That was Jingle Bell Rock drifting up from below. The Christmas party at Peter Lynch’s house?

      Concrete facts began to solidify. Implications and warnings landing on her shoulders.

      Hathaway realized she was having a nightmare wide awake.
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      The Lynch homestead was lit up with Christmas bulbs and music. Late partygoers were still arriving and three valets arranged cars up and down the long driveway.

      Jennings parked out of the lights, a ways down the drive. He’d driven here at a hundred miles per hour, but now he needed calm. He needed good decisions. He sat in the car, adjusting his prosthesis, and breathing deep. Said a prayer and shoved open the door.

      He hurried up the road, staying inside the tree line, but paused near the parked cars—at the roundabout, near the house, there was a police cruiser. Next to it, he recognized an unmarked cruiser, the chief’s.

      Waiting inside, waiting to arrest him. And the chief had brought at least one henchman…

      There! At the stairs, prowling the front porch, just beyond the lights. Officer Hudson, the corrupt cop who’d pulled Jennings over and torn him from the car.

      Theories and fears and questions demanded Jennings’ attention. How much did Gibbs know? That his son had killed an innocent man earlier that day? Doubtful, because the body was still there. Did Hudson know he was guarding the house of a madman? Did Hudson know a woman had been kidnapped? Was Daisy really in that house? Who could Jennings call for help? Maybe Mackenzie, the private detective? No one at all until he got his hands on a phone! But Daisy couldn’t wait.

      Jennings wouldn’t risk charging through the front door. He’d be immediately arrested, or possibly shot. Or maybe Hathaway wasn’t there and he’d misread the situation. He needed information first, needed to recon.

      Using his memory of the house and the lawn, Jennings made his way around back. The ground was wet enough so the leaves didn’t crackle, but not so wet to give his unsteady prosthesis trouble. He used no light, walking slow, and relying on the ambient glow of the house.

      Circumventing the wide clearing took ten minutes, the loneliest of his life. Every step his faith failed. The people inside were probably laughing at crazy Mr. Jennings and his cocaine charges. He’d been desperate to earn his place and failed in spectacular fashion. He couldn’t do this. Maybe Hathaway wanted to marry Lynch. He’d go to jail. Maybe she’d be killed. He’d bleed out into the rocks. The tribunal would find him guilty.

      He squeezed on the fear. Remembered Kelly Carson. Refused to let Hathaway suffer the same or worse.

      He reached the rear lawn and checked his watch—the party had been going for forty-five minutes. Had Lynch proposed yet? A wide porch dominated the back of the house, like the front. The rear doors led into a hallway off the busy kitchen.

      He would let himself in that way. He wasn’t trying to sneak in entirely unnoticed, but rather enter the party without causing a scene. It’d be better if Lynch—

      Police Chief Gibbs appeared at the window and pinned him with a glare. The bald man’s eyes full of hate.

      Jennings froze. He knew that car belonged to Gibbs! Everything was ruined now. Gibbs would arrest him for trespassing, for breaking the conditions set on his bond. He was going back to prison and there was no chance of getting out before his hearing. He reached for his phone. But it wasn’t there. Should he start shouting? Should he…

      But wait.

      Gibbs’ gaze shifted away from him. Searching the darkness of the entire backyard. After a minute the man left the window, returning to the party. He hadn’t seen Jennings in the shadows.

      Relief flooded Jennings and his heart pounded like someone beat on his ears. That was too close.

      Damned if he’d back out now. He’d just be more careful. Stay away from Gibbs until he saw Hathaway.

      But he couldn’t go in through that door, into the hallway patrolled by the chief. Jennings’ eyes fell to the basement door.

      He tried it and the door swung inward. Stepped in and flicked the light switch. He stood next to a utility sink in the bowels of the house. The gas furnace was churning and a tankless hot water heater hissed. The air handler drowned out the music above. He crossed the room, through a door, and entered a concrete storage area. Wooden shelves were stacked with boxes, bottles of alcohol, two steel safes, an old bicycle, football equipment, books, electrical cords, surplus construction materials, buckets of paint. A work bench was laden with tools.

      Two doors led out of the storage area. Jennings tried the first but it was locked. The second, on the far wall, was unlocked and it opened into a dark billiard room and a staircase leading upward.

      First, though, sick curiosity ate at him. What was behind that locked door?

      He returned to it and searched the top of the frame for a key. Circled the room looking in all the obvious places. Found nothing. But there was more than one way to breach a door. He took a screwdriver from the work bench.

      As he worked on the doorknob he heard footsteps and laughter on the wooden floor above, muffled by insulation. The screws came out and he retracted the knob. Pushed the opposing spindle with his finger until it fell and clattered inside the locked room. Using the screwdriver, he twisted the latch until the bolt popped free of the faceplate.

      Through the little hole in the door he could only see darkness beyond. His skin crawled like pure evil leaked out.

      The deadbolt wasn’t engaged. He pushed open the door but could see very little. His fingers found a switch and he flicked it, and madness jumped at him.
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        * * *

      

      In the brilliant great room above, the party raged and Hathaway was missed. She was popular and the faculty had assumed she would attend. The charges against Daniel Jennings were on everyone’s lips, each with a different opinion, but the most common was that the Green Beret was framed, whispered so the host wouldn’t overhear.

      Dean Gordon was three drinks in and he’d forgotten his embarrassment from last year when he’d asked Hathaway to dance and she politely declined. Where was she? Should he try again? One more drink and he might, if he could break away from the awful conversation with Angela Pierce.

      Coach Murray’s wife Eden was in her element, drink in hand, chatting with friends. Murray kept to himself, in no mood to celebrate. By coming, he’d betrayed his friends, especially Craig Lewis. He was a hypocrite, demanding his players be warriors when he was a coward. His assistant coaches tried to talk but he was worthless and they drifted away. He kept to himself and his glass of Cruzan 151, a strong rum, remaining by the roaring fireplace.

      Across the room, Peter Lynch was in high cotton, circulating among the guests with greater spirit than normal. No one noticed but Murray, but Lynch’s eyes kept darting to the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      The small room Jennings found was lit by one naked overhead bulb. The floor gradually sloped to a drain at the center. Saline bags hung from a pole on wheels. A medical kit sat open on a work bench, next to other supplies that didn’t make sense in Jennings’ brain—a red silicone ball, red ribbons, leather straps, tourniquets, unmarked bottles. A framed picture smiled at him from the bench. It was Daisy posing with the Eiffel Tower in the distance, a photo he knew he’d seen on her fridge. In the corner, red jerry cans that smelled like gasoline.

      A thick chain stretched across the room near the ceiling, bolted into opposing walls. Dangling from the thick chain were big silver hooks.

      Jennings’ attorney, Josh Dixon, hung limp from the hooks. Two pierced Dixon’s armpits and one went through his chin, tilting his head back. He’d been dead for hours. Dixon’s arms were forced wide by the pressure, a cruciform in a white button-down shirt. The shirt had been white, now dark with blood—his heart had still been pumping as the hooks entered.

      I’ll put your hooks through your armpits. And a third under your jaw, through the fleshy part, the sharp point into your mouth like a fish. String you up that way.

      Dixon had gone to the field without him. Jennings had warned the man to stay way. He’d felt the attorney’s ambition gnawing, whispering reckless ideas and looking for headlines.

      He got them, the hard way.

      One of Dixon’s shoes was missing, the other caked with dirt. Toes six inches off the floor, near the cans of gasoline. Jennings was putting clues together, guessing Lynch burned his corpses and buried what was left over.

      His stomach threatened again. He forced himself to look away.

      WHERE was Daisy?
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        * * *

      

      Hathaway stood in front of the mirror and admitted Lynch had picked out a spectacular dress. A crimson evening gown with an asymmetrical, off-the-shoulder neckline and mermaid silhouette. She’d never worn anything by Valentino. Lynch had guessed her height wrong by an inch—too much of the train draped the floor—but otherwise it was uncomfortably accurate.

      She would not be wearing those absurd stiletto heels, though.

      She’d go barefoot. She’d run until she saw a friendly face and borrow a phone. She had to, had to get out of this house right now.

      Hathaway stepped back into the bedroom on wobbly legs and her vision lurched. Whatever cocktail Lynch drugged her with was slow to wear off.

      “You look beautiful.” The girl was back, standing next to the tall man. The man squeezed his eyes shut.

      “Thank you,” said Hathaway. “Do you have a phone I can borrow?”

      “I’m not allowed.” She pointed at the man. “Neither is he.”

      Of course not. I’m not either, inside this house.

      “I understand. How do I…” Get out of here! “How do I get downstairs?”

      “I’ll show you,” said the girl.
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        * * *

      

      Jennings was still nauseated as he peered into the short hallway on the main level. A phone, all he needed was a phone. A phone and Hathaway. He had to get her out now.

      He estimated over a hundred people were in the great room. In the hallway one of the basketball coaches and the dean’s secretary were whispering and laughing, standing under mistletoe.

      Jennings had a direct view into the kitchen, where caterers were plating hors d’oeuvres and servers scraped off their trays.

      He spotted a landline phone on the wall beyond them. One phone call, 911, that’s all he needed.
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        * * *

      

      Coach Murray saw her first.

      Hathaway slowly coming down, gripping the rail with both hands. Her face looked pale, her eyes wide and searching.

      “Ah shit,” Coach Murray said to himself and he spilled half his drink. The golden liquor splashed and puddled on the stone of the hearth.

      The bastard Lynch had kidnapped her.

      But then, why was Hathaway dressed so good? What the hell was going on?

      Murray looked at his phone again. Still no messages or calls from Jennings. He had to talk to Hathaway right now, right fucking now.

      He set his drink down next to the fire. So confused and upset, he knocked the glass sideways, spilling the rest.

      Whatever, he’d clean it up later. Right now he needed to fight through the crowds and reach the stairs.

      What Murray didn’t know was, vapor from alcohol caught fire, not the liquid. The hotter the alcohol, the more vapor was produced. His puddle near the fireplace, seventy-five percent alcohol, heated quickly.

      Something else Murray didn’t know—his puddle was spreading, tentacles reaching toward the stockings hung on the legs of the mantel.

      As he entered the fray, pushing past partiers, whispers began to circulate…

      It was true! Peter Lynch was about to propose and here she came down the stairs. The whispers spread like wildfire.
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        * * *

      

      The phone. Fifteen steps away.

      Jennings ducked his head and stepped into the hallway.Go go go.

      Police Chief Gibbs uncoiled from his hiding spot in the kitchen and slammed Jennings’ back into the wall, next to the basement doorway. Jennings’ left leg gave out and he scrambled to stay standing.

      “Look who it is.” Gibbs breathed hot beer breath into Jennings’ face. “It’s everyone’s least favorite gimp, Daniel Jennings. I had a feeling.”

      Jennings’ mind raced, switching gears, searching for a way forward. Playing ignorant would do him no good. Better meet the man head on. His only chance at averting disaster.

      “Let me by, Chief. Or I’ll burn down your career.”

      The man laughed. “Threatening my career? I don’t give a damn anymore.”

      “I know everything. I know—”

      “You know shit.”

      “I know you’re Peter’s father. And we both know he’s sadistic and insane.”

      "Breaking the terms of your bonds, aren’t you? You’re violating the court order being here, you one-legged freak.” Gibbs smacked at Jennings’ jacket, his belt, under his arms, looking for a gun.

      He didn’t find one.

      “Came without a gun? Not sure if you’re stupid or smart.”

      “Chief—”

      “I give you credit, boy. You’re tough and stubborn as an oak. Just like the Jennings name. Tell you what, I’m feeling generous. It’s Christmas after all, ain’t that right.”

      Jennings detected the lie.

      Gibbs said, “We cut a deal. You don’t ruin my son’s Christmas party, I’ll let you go. We’re going out back to talk.”

      “I’m not going out back.”

      “Like hell, you’re not.”

      “I want to use the phone. I’m calling my lawyer.”

      “You trying to piss me off? You don’t cooperate, I’ll haul you to jail and throw you in with guys who’ll do me a favor to get out. You follow?”

      Jennings feeling desperate. “How deep into this are you, Chief? Do you know what’s in the basement? Do you know about Peter’s kill room?”

      “Peter’s what?”

      “The hooks and tourniquets?”

      A brief check in Gibbs’ anger. “Hooks?”

      “Downstairs, Chief. There’s a man hanging dead. Josh Dixon, the lawyer. If you didn’t kill him, your son did.”

      “Bull shit.”

      “Go look. He’s hanging with a hook in his mouth.”

      “That ain’t true.”

      “Peter killed someone else today too. Daisy’s—”

      “You’re lying.” Gibbs hit him. A big right hand into Jennings ribs. “You’re a lying son of a bitch. That can’t be true.” Another punch, a left into Jennings gut, driving out his air. His stomach was already mutinying and now he dry heaved.

      “Hey.” A voice down the hall. “Hey! What’re you doing?” It was the dean’s secretary, Ms. Nancy.

      “Police business, ma’am. Pay no attention.”

      “No, that’s police brutality.” Ms. Nancy’s eyes were shining with alcohol. “And oh! Mr. Jennings? Let him go, he didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “You need to get on back to the party, ma’am.”

      The assistant basketball coach said, “What are the police doing here?”

      “I’m the police chief and I was looking for this man.” Gibbs pressed a forearm into Jennings’ chest, riveting him to the wall. “He’s under arrest. I’m taking him out back and you keep celebrating. Merry Christmas.”

      “Let him go. We all know the charges are fake,” said the woman. She held a flute of champagne in her right hand. With her left she tugged on Gibbs’ sleeve.

      “Ma’am, get your hand off me.”

      “This is Christmas! We love Daniel! He’s one of us!”

      “Yeah, Gibbs.” Jennings coughed. “It’s a party. Let’s get a drink.”

      “Quiet, gimp.”

      “Don’t call him that. I’ll get you fired, I will.”

      Another couple walked in. Mrs. Wagner, the guidance counselor, and her husband, Rick Wagner the defense attorney, looking for the restroom.

      “Excuse me.” Rick frowned.

      “Go back to the party.”

      “What’s happening?” said Rick.

      “Everything is fine. We are leaving out the back.”

      Mrs. Wagner grabbed her husband’s arm. “That’s Daniel Jennings. They framed him, Rick, the one I told you about. He would never…”

      Rick said, “Officer, is this man resisting arrest? Otherwise—”

      Gibbs grunted. “Oh for Christ sake.”

      “The police officer hit him,” said Ms. Nancy. “Hit him and Daniel was just standing there!”

      “Folks! This is police business!” Gibbs was irked his almighty authority had come under scrutiny. The hectic hallway turned into a courtroom of jurors and he’d been found guilty.

      “My husband is an attorney! He’s representing Daniel as of this minute.”

      “Let him go!”

      The basketball coach was holding up his phone. “I’m recording this.”

      Jennings called to the crowd, “Has anyone seen Daisy Hathaway? She’s missing.”

      “What’d I say?” Gibbs hit him again, knocking his wind out. “You’re under arrest and you stay silent.”

      The audience shouted outrage.

      Gibbs tugged Jennings toward the rear door. Under his breath, “Come hell or high water, Jennings, you’re staying with me.”
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        * * *

      

      All eyes swiveling toward Hathaway.

      She was stunned to discover her unwillingness to call for help. Her fear of humiliation was stronger than her fear of danger. She should be screaming and yet she wasn’t. The dramatic entrance mortified her, and the sea of friendly faces looked more like a grotesque congregation. Their attention was hot, and the music, Drummer Boy, sounded obnoxious and loud.

      Already they’d been whispering about her upstairs in Lynch’s house, about her being Lynch’s girlfriend, about her wearing clothes he’d bought, arriving barefoot, and she refused to stumble down the stairs like she’d been drinking. She was sweating, her entire being focused on placing her feet.

      She wished Daniel was here.

      She reached the bottom and Peter Lynch materialized. A strong hand grabbed her wrist.

      Lynch wore dark slacks and a white collared shirt. Tufts of black at the sleeves and neck. She barely reached his collar bone.

      “Daisy.”

      A hundred eyes still watching, her head twirling. She felt sick.

      “Trying to escape?” He said it loud, a joke.

      “Not quickly enough.” The people closest to them laughed.

      “You’re far too nervous.”

      “What am I doing here, Mr. Lynch?” A stupid question, her brain asked it automatically.

      He led her away from those prying ears. Toward a clearing in the center of the room. He pulled her and she didn’t fight, not yet. She felt safer in the crowd, could scream if she had to.

      “We haven’t spoken in a while.” Now he spoke soft, intimate.

      “Not since I fell out of your car.”

      “When Craig Lewis shot at me.”

      “Yes. Craig, the poor man.”

      “What was he doing there, Daisy?”

      “He prevented me from being raped,” she heard herself say. The crowd had drawn back, giving them space. Their words were lost in the music.

      Think, Daisy, think! Get control!

      “Raped,” said Lynch.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s only rape if you didn’t want it. But you told me you did. And you would have had a good time.”

      “I told you no, Mr. Lynch. I screamed it at you.”

      “I… This conversation isn’t going well. Let’s start over.”

      Hathaway cast her gaze around. Where was Daniel? Where was anyone who cared? Should she scream?

      Lynch shoved his hands into his pockets. The muscles in his forearms bunched like he was squeezing something.

      “Do you like the dress?” said Lynch.

      “It’s lovely, but—”

      “I bought it for you. Over a week ago, before our date, because I knew. I knew.”

      “You shouldn’t have.” She pinched her eyes closed. Demanded the room settle. Demanded her stomach settle. “Because I don’t want it.”

      “I’m taking you on a walk, Daisy.”
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        * * *

      

      The little hallway next to the kitchen and bathroom was occluded with outrage. Two phones were recording Gibbs now and he couldn’t move his prisoner an inch.

      Jennings’ attention was snagged by a sight beyond the hallway in the great room. The flash of a red dress under the chandelier.

      Daisy!

      She and Lynch standing toe to toe, talking in the middle of the room. Beauty and a beast. Lynch’s hands in his pockets.

      Alarms screaming in Jennings’ mind. He had to reach them now.

      Gibbs followed his gaze. Peered through the angry mob demanding Jennings’ release. He saw the same thing Jennings did. The crimson, the girl, Lynch with hands in his pockets. He knew Lynch held a diamond ring in one hand. In the other? Knowing his son, it was a hook.

      “He kidnapped her, Chief. And now he’s going to kill her.”

      “Oh Christ,” said Gibbs.
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        * * *

      

      Murray’s drink caught fire caught and he didn’t notice.

      The rum had spread in a thick rivulet to the base of the fireplace and the roaring blaze ignited its vapor. Blue swirls of fire licked the membrane of the Cruzan, the puddle and all its tendrils lighting at once. Flames from the alcohol caught the lowest cotton stocking, Ann’s stocking, hung beside the fire instead of above. Within seconds, Ann ignited Benji, the flames from his stocking reaching up and over the mantle shelf, near a wooden Christmas tree decoration.

      Murray was frozen in the crowd. Lynch had reached Hathaway first. Now what did he do? They were talking in the center of the room, surrounded by a crowd pretending not to watch. Looked like Hathaway was in no mortal danger.

      Damn this whole thing. He needed another drink.

      He turned back to the fireplace and shock shone orange in his eyes.

      Two stockings were ablaze and the original Greg Osterhaus painting above the mantel shelf was smoking and brown at the bottom corner.

      “Well,” he said, “shit.”
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        * * *

      

      “I grew up a few miles from here, in the mountains. We had nothing, Daisy. My father, he didn’t…he didn’t know about our intelligence yet. We set traps to catch our meals. We ate squirrel and wild rabbit. We fished because our father wouldn’t give us a gun to hunt with. Sometimes just a hook and a line, and we’d string up the fish to clean them. And now look at my house. Look at me,” said Lynch. “I want to show you.”

      “Mr. Lynch—”

      “This house, this farm, came from nothing. Nothing but me. Because I beat the hell out of everyone I had to. I had none of the resources of a respected family so I had to work and fight and here I am, here we are. I did it right and I want to show you. Let’s walk and we’ll come back to the party in a few minutes.”

      “I’m staying here, Mr. Lynch,” said Hathaway.

      “Tonight, you mean. Yes.”

      “No.” She opened her eyes. Relieved to see the house steady and firm. “No, right now. I’m not going on a walk, I’m staying here.”

      Lynch fidgeting. He was sweating too, his eyes twitching with energy.

      “I’m going to ask you a question, Daisy.”

      She knew. Knowledge borne from some subterranean level, a flicker of intuition and survival. Knew he was about to propose.

      The attention of the room was pinning them in.

      “Wait, Mr. Lynch.”

      Tugging at something in his pocket. “No I’ll ask you now—”

      She placed her hand on his shirt, on his chest. “Wait.”

      Lynch was electrified by the touch. “Wait for?”

      “My answer is no.”

      “No?” he said.

      Louder. “Mr. Lynch. Peter. You are unwell. You need the help of mental health professionals. Maybe it’s sickness, maybe it’s trauma, maybe it’s evil, I don’t know, but I cannot be with a man who hurts women. Especially not one who brags about it after. You drugged me. You abducted me. My answer is no.” For the rest of her life, Hathaway would be proud of the words and the unyielding resolve in her voice.

      The muscles in Lynch’s jaw worked. Otherwise his face had gone wooden.

      Whispers spreading outward like ripples in a pond.

      He separated his gnashing teeth and swallowed. “Your answer is no.”

      “Correct.”

      “No to marriage. You answered before I asked.”

      “And I’m calling the police too,” she said. “I need to be taken to a hospital to see what you drugged me with. To see if you violated me.”

      “The police.”

      “Yes.”

      “You think I should be in prison. You’re like the rest, you think I’m broken. This is because of Daniel,” he said.

      “No.”

      Connections sparking in his mind. “You broke off your engagement for him.”

      “You know I broke off my engagement? How?”

      “Daniel is the big handsome man preoccupied with life. Not ME.” His left fist came empty out of his pocket, the ring abandoned. “And you’re a stupid slut, a bitch who thinks she’s brave. But that always changes. I don’t lose.”

      “You need an ambulance. Right now, Mr. Lynch. You’re not in control.” Hathaway was speaking louder, confidence and anger growing. She wanted their congregation to hear.

      “Strap evil into a stretcher,” he said. “No I don’t think so, Daisy. I won’t be restrained. It’s not me who needs…who needs to be strung up.”

      Lynch’s other hand came out of his pants pocket. He held a large tuna hook.

      At that moment, Coach Murray’s voice reached across the room.

      “Um! Y’all, hey! Got a problem over here—”

      “Oh! Fire!” Someone else. “FIRE!”
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        * * *

      

      “FIRE!”

      The congested little hallway turned as one, startled by the cry. A painting above the fireplace was ablaze, the effulgence reaching for the ceiling.

      Panic caught more quickly than the stockings. Partiers began to scream. A flood for the doors. Calls to evacuate, calls for a fire extinguisher.

      Gibbs and Jennings were forgotten.

      “Did you do this?” Gibbs looked like a broken man.

      “How? Hell or high water, I’ve been with you.”

      “Peter wasn’t…he wasn’t going to kill her. He’s a big kid. He struggles with…” Gibbs trailed off.

      “It’s bad in the basement, Chief. As bad as it gets. You’re his father. Deep down, you know.”

      Screams in the great room intensified. Jennings could see the growing conflagration in the windows. Men and women fought each other for the front doors.

      “Let me go,” said Jennings.

      “No. You and I are going out the back.”

      No one was looking. Jennings brought his shoulder up and over Gibbs’ forearm. Swung and smashed his elbow into Gibbs’ face under the eye. The chief rocked backward into the wall behind, releasing Jennings.

      “Fucking…” One eye closed, Gibbs fumbled for his gun. “…dead sonofabitch.”

      “Chief, there’s a fire. Where is Ann?”

      Gibbs’ face paled, except for the vivid impact spot. “Annie.”

      “Is she upstairs? She’s in danger.”

      Gibbs turned away and ran for the rear staircase, ran for his granddaughter. “ANN!”
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        * * *

      

      In the kitchen, caterers filled pitchers of water to splash futilely on the spreading fire. Out front, an assistant football coach located a garden house behind the boxwoods but the pipe was sealed for the winter.

      In the raging great room, Lynch had Hathaway’s forearm in his mighty left fist. He dragged her against the crowd, pulling her deeper into the house. She screamed at him and hit him but Lynch had irrevocably lost his ability to reason. She’d rejected him. And seeing his house on fire, mirroring the halls in his mind, was the final tipping point.

      Her resistance infuriated Lynch. He squeezed and Hathaway’s ulna bone, thinner near the wrist, cracked. Her screams mingled with the others unnoticed.

      Fuck this. She rejected him publicly. She could pay the penalty the same way. With a hook in her, he could carry her easily like a big fish.

      Lynch pivoted and raised the steel. Aiming for her throat.

      Jennings hit him in the head from the side. A heavy bronze horse sculpture taken from a coffee table, swung for all he was worth. The impact knocked Lynch sideways. He fell slowly like a tree, jerking Hathaway down with him, swinging the hook without aim and catching nothing.

      Jennings dropped the sculpture with a clang. Drew a ragged breath and stepped forward to kill him.
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        * * *

      

      Jennings had the idea that morning as he packed. He’d paused to stare at the stunted shotgun next to the disassembled leg he’d been cleaning.

      The shotgun, missing its stock, chopped off and finished with the suppressor, was about the same length as his prosthetic shin tub and foot.

      He measured with the tape. From the tip of the suppressor to the ragged end of the shotgun’s grip, the weapon was seventeen inches long. The shin tub plus the prosthetic foot was sixteen inches long. A wild idea…could he disguise the shotgun? Use it as a prosthesis?

      He’d gone to the maintenance workshop with a satchel and came back with extra drill bits and bottles of superglue.

      Two hours later, the knee socket of his old prosthesis no longer fit the shin tube; instead the connector slid into a drilled hole inside the shotgun’s stock. He stabilized the assembly with two screws, fastening the ‘knee joint’ to the gun stock, and he set it aside for the glue to dry. He drilled four connecting holes into the hard foot, creating an opening big enough to fit the rectangular shape of the suppressor’s muzzle. He stayed up all night applying layers of glue. The final act was drilling a hole into his shoe directly below the barrel—if fired, the gun would shoot downward through the shoe.

      The final product was, he had a shotgun instead of a shin.

      It was weight-bearing to an extent; the shotgun barrel and suppressor were made of strong metals. In front of the mirror, wearing pants and the doctored shoe, he looked normal. Without the pants he looked like halloween and hardware.

      He spent the morning limping around his apartment. The shotgun was heavy and provided no forward support. He couldn’t run, could barely walk, would be forced to take stairs one at a time. If he pressed too hard on the toes, his foot would break away from the suppressor. If he had to quickly step sideways, he would fall. And after a while the extra weight hurt.

      The hurt was welcome, though.

      The shotgun had no hammer and no safety. After it was loaded, the trigger had merely to be pulled. But how?

      He tied two strings to the trigger and glued them fast. The strings were longer than necessary to avoid an accidental discharge. He ran the strings up his pant leg and through a rip in his pocket. Tied the strings each to a key, easy to grasp. Two strings and two keys for redundancy.

      Standing in front of the mirror again. He walked in place. Walked backward and forward. Turned carefully in circles. Stopped. Reached into his pocket, grabbed the key, and gave it a sharp tug. Nothing happened. Tugged harder and he heard the gratifying click of the firing pin. Had it been loaded, the shotgun would’ve discharged its payload downward through the hole in his shoe.

      Boom.

      Sweating, eyes on his shaking left pant leg, he’d whispered, “Oh man.”

      Coach Murray had taken all the shotgun shells from his drawer. But he found one final shell in the bag under his bed.

      He’d built the device on a morbid whim. But sitting in his car outside Lynch’s house an hour ago, he’d decided to attach it. He’d decided maybe it hadn’t been a morbid whim, but rather a premonition.
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        * * *

      

      Peter Lynch fell. He landed next to an overstuffed armchair, dragging Hathaway with him. No one noticed, the crowd in survival mode.

      Jennings dropped the horse sculpture with a clang.

      Lynch was dazed, blinking, and bleeding at the mouth. He hadn’t released Hathaway. In his confusion, he was still trying to skewer her with the hook. A man possessed.

      Jennings lifted his left leg. The weight of the shotgun pulled his foot downward at the knee. He lowered the shoe to rest on Lynch’s chest, over his heart.

      Fire crawling on the ceiling now.

      Hathaway screaming. The hook fell, barely missing her face, gouging the wood. Lynch yanked it out again. He turned to face Jennings, dimly realizing his danger, the foot on his chest.

      Jennings shoved his left hand into his left pocket. Fingers numb. Light headed. Fumbling and finding the key.

      An absurd thought in Jennings’ mind. He was poised over Lynch like Virtue over the vanquished Tyrant on the seal of Virginia. Sic Semper Tyrannis.

      He stepped up, his weight briefly pressing down on Lynch through the shotgun. Tugged on the string and felt it jerk against his upper thigh.

      Lynch’s final vision was Jennings above, tendrils of fire over his head.

      The trigger clicked backward. The 00 buckshot, a subsonic load, erupted.

      Lynch’s ribcage shattered into sand and fragments. His heart liquified. The exploding gases entered Lynch’s chest and blew a starburst around the ragged muzzle stamp. Peter Lynch died with his eyes fixed hatefully on Jennings, his teeth forever locked together, gums and lips bloody, steel gripped tightly in his right fist.

      Questioned later, party-goers would say they remembered the crash. It had been heard but not understood. A shotgun blast? It was loud but not enough to be a shotgun. Besides, how would someone get a shotgun into the party unnoticed? Not even Hathaway, squirming free, dizzy with pain and fear, had recognized the sound.

      Hopping backward, Jennings struggled to believe it. His left tibia had absorbed the harsh recoil, a deep ache in his sore stub. The gun stock twisted inside the socket but the screws held. Heat off the suppressor melted some glue but not enough. The shotgun itself had never been visible.

      Screaming members of the delirious crowd, still surging toward the front door, began to trip on the body and step over it, unaware.

      Above the frantic noise, Hathaway said, “What happened?”

      Jennings held a greasy mixture of relief and disgust in his chest. Shock kept the full effect palliated. He hauled her up by her good hand. “Let’s go.”

      She kept the broken arm secured against her stomach and they joined the final rush escaping the fire. Jennings was hopping.

      “Are you hurt?” said Hathaway.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “He broke my arm. I’ll be okay.”

      Mr. Barry noticed Jennings struggling and he aided him through the door into the night air. Mr. Barry didn’t notice the blood dripping off Jennings’ shoe, nor the crimson footprints made by those who stumbled against the dead man.
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      Lynch’s house burned in the eyes of the partiers. The eastern corner of the house was engulfed, throwing light and shadow across the lawn. Officer Hudson shouting into his radio.

      Jennings found Coach Murray and his wife and they all stood together. Hathaway held onto him with her undamaged arm, they watched.

      The first sound of sirens reached them. Hudson had called the fire in quick.

      A silhouette in the smoke. Chief Gibbs appeared, his head wreathed, carrying a little girl. A tall, bearded man followed, crying as a child would. Gibbs’ face contorted with hurt, maneuvering down the porch steps.

      He set the girl onto the grass and straightened as best the gnarled pain would allow.

      “Chief!” Officer Hudson met him there.

      “Where’s Peter? Have you seen Peter?”

      Hudson said no. He took the girl by the hand and pulled her away from the heat and Homer followed.

      Gibbs searched the orange faces watching the fire.

      “Peter? Peter! Where’s Peter?”

      No one responded. Because no one knew.

      Hathaway squeezed Jennings’ arm. Whispered, “Don’t say a word. Please?”

      Gibbs looked until he found Jennings. They held one another there an instant until Jennings pressed his mouth into a grim line and gave a nod.

      Gibbs’ shoulders sank.

      He knew. In that flash, he knew everything. That he’d been too late, this his son’s life was over, that Jennings had been telling the truth about the lawyer in the basement, that everything, everything, was about to catch fire. He made a decision, that quick. High on pain and meds. He marched up the steps and into the smoke.

      The firetruck navigated the drive, airhorn blaring, the front bumper narrowly missing luxury cars parked by valets. Red warning lights painting the scene. The truck stopped in a hiss of brakes and men in turnout coats poured from the extended cab. The sirens cut off. Hoses were retracted and latched onto the pumps. Half a dozen cell phone cameras recorded the scene.

      The two squad cars parked as a firehose burst to life. A thick jet of water arced into the corner of the house.

      In the chaos, a sound rang above the rest. A gunshot. A blast from inside the house and the attending host flinched as one.

      “Oh no,” said Hudson.

      No one moved. Or breathed. They waited and waited and the chief of police never came out. He’d been swallowed up.

      More emergency lights coming up the drive, police and ambulances. As they arrived, there was an explosion from the bowels of the house. Fire had reached the jerry cans of gasoline in the basement, a final exclamation point on the life of Peter Lynch.
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        * * *

      

      In his car, Jennings followed the ambulance carrying Daisy Hathaway to the hospital. Lynch had drugged her and broken her arm, and the paramedics insisted.

      He made one brief stop, at a public dumpster in Roanoke City, seven miles from Lynch’s homestead. Into it Jennings deposited his makeshift left leg—his grandfather’s shotgun, his suppressor pieces, the ruined shoe, the modified foot and knee socket. The dumpster was due for collection on Monday.

      He hopped back to his rental car, closed his eyes, and savored the heavy weight removed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            59

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunday afternoon, Jennings was sitting in Our Daily Bread reading the bakery’s newspaper. Peter Lynch’s obituary ran and Jennings was respecting the dead by marveling over the man’s accolades.

      He felt a cold detachment about that night. No relief, no satisfaction. Nothing beyond the guilt of Lynch’s children being deprived of their father. But, he told himself, they were better off this way, removed from their sociopathic guardian.

      And that, he told himself, might be bull. A shield to hide behind.

      What remorse he felt came from the loss of himself. Looking back on the previous two weeks, he recognized his own psychosis. He’d been a lunatic running on fear and memories and no sleep. Lynch had battered his body and his emotional stability, and Jennings hadn’t borne up well enough. The conclusion to their first conversation floated back to him…

      Not bad, Daniel. You reek of sweat and fear but you didn’t break.

      I don’t break, Mr. Lynch.

      In the end, however, it had taken a divine visit from Daisy Hathaway to save him. He’d survived through luck Lynch didn’t have.

      In the process he’d lost a man and he felt the lash of blame. Craig, he hoped, would consider the end result worth his sacrifice. He’d said as much. Yet it would be another thing hard to live with.

      No one gets out of these things unscathed. There were always consequences.

      Mackenzie August strode into the shop. He got a coffee and sat down.

      The private detective said, “Why’d you call me this morning, Jennings? And not a few days ago?”

      “My phone broke and I didn’t have your number. I wasn’t thinking straight and it all happened fast.”

      “You’re alive. Barely.”

      Jennings grinned. “That counts.”

      “I happen to have an intimate relationship with an attorney who is at the courthouse today. A Sunday. The place is nuts. She tells me charges against you from last week are being dropped. All of them, trespassing in Peter Lynch’s field, assault, cocaine possession, everything.”

      Jennings leaned back into his chair. He’d expected this but hearing confirmation made his ears tingle. “That’s great news.”

      “Your alleged victim, Peter Lynch, is dead. Without his eyewitness account, prosecution doesn’t have much of a case. The CA admitted he thought the cocaine charge was bogus. Even so, she’s going with you to the police station later to make another statement about Friday night. Just to be safe.”

      “I appreciate it,” said Jennings.

      “Lynch was aced with a shotgun. Killed in the middle of a party. No one saw it and no one heard it, or at least, they didn’t know what it was. And the murder weapon’s gone. You know what that is? That’s damn impossible.”

      “Or maybe, providence.”

      “It’s gotta be. I heard what happened to your previous attorney, Josh. A gruesome find, even for a former military medic.”

      “Lynch’s final victim.”

      “He was a buddy.”

      “I’m sorry, Mackenzie. I told Josh to stay away but he had stars in his eyes.”

      “I gave him the same advice I gave you.”

      “Stay alive? Don’t do anything stupid? Don’t mess with a murderer?”

      “That’s it.” Mackenzie was nodding. “But he didn’t take it.”

      Neither of us did, thought Jennings. But I’d been desperate instead of ambitious.

      “I was told to go over your story with you, before you meet with the police,” said Mackenzie.

      “Your intimate friend the attorney told you?”

      “She’s persuasive. And she wants to make sure you don’t slip up.”

      “You want the whole story?” said Jennings.

      “I want the story you’ll tell the police. After that, it’s up to you.”

      Jennings outlined his fight with Lynch in the field, the sunken grave discovery. And his conversations with Josh Dixon and the surprise visit from Francis Lynch. (At that, Mackenzie made a hmm’ing noise.) Jennings’ suspicion that Hathaway had been kidnapped and his discovery of Byron’s body at Hathaway’s house. And Josh Dixon in Lynch’s basement.

      “I was looking for a phone when the fire started. I saw Lynch about to impale Daisy with a hook, so I hit him with a horse statue. She and I ran out,” said Jennings.

      “You hit him and ran out.”

      “That’s what I’ll say, unless you advise otherwise.”

      “When the police ask about Peter Lynch being dead, how will you respond?”

      “The last I saw him, he was lying in the main room.”

      “He was shot. What will you say to that?” said August.

      “Like everyone that night, I was swabbed for gunpowder residue. Officer Hudson forced me to go first but released me. He said my hands were clean.”

      Mackenzie nodded to himself. “Hudson swabbed you and released you. Said you’re clean. That’s good.”

      A lull in the talk then, when Mackenzie wanted to ask how he’d done it, how he’d fired a shotgun without his hands being stained with microscopic residue, without people hearing or seeing. Jennings would’ve told him, the unimaginable irony of getting away with it because of his missing foot. The gunpowder residue being absorbed inside his pant leg, and him limping away with the murder weapon. But the question of how remained unspoken. There was no question of if, not between the two men.

      “How’s Ms. Hathaway?” said Mackenzie instead.

      “She’s shook up about Byron. Her mother collected her from the hospital, but she said she’d be back in time for school Monday.”

      “Do you know what happened to Buck Gibbs?”

      “I assumed he burned. I left before investigators went into the house.”

      “He shot himself in the head. He was found lying beside Peter.”

      “I didn’t know that,” said Jennings, stunned. He remembered the gunshot then.

      “There’s talk he shot Peter first, but then where’d the murder weapon go? Between us, I’ve never seen so many people happy about a double homicide.”

      “More people died than just two,” he said, and Mackenzie inclined his head to agree. Important not to forget Josh Dixon and Byron Horton. “Why would Gibbs kill himself?”

      “Probably Gibbs knew he was about to catch hell. That the skeletons in the family’s closet would no longer stay buried, and he went out on his own terms.”

      “Still, though.”

      “Maybe madness ran in the family.” Mackenzie pointed at him with the hand holding his coffee. “You did good, Jennings. You did something I couldn’t. You found proof and you took Lynch down. Lynch and his father.”

      “The wheels of justice were grinding a little too slow.”

      “Perhaps sometimes,” said Mackenzie, “it takes a good man to give them a shove.”
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      The final bell rang on Monday, dismissing students to afternoon activities.

      In the James House admin office, Ms. Nancy gasped and stood when Jennings surprised her and set a vase of roses on her desk.

      “Mr. Jennings! You’re back, at last?”

      “Happy birthday, Ms. Nancy. And thank you for the help at the party. You made all the difference.”

      “You’re the sweetest man, Mr. Jennings.” Ms. Nancy was turning forty-four. She came around the desk. Hugged and surprised him with a kiss on the mouth.

      The upper school’s secretary laughed at them. “Better not let Ms. Hathaway catch you!”

      Jennings disentangled himself, face burning, and knocked on Dean Gordon’s door.

      The dean waved him in.

      “Mr. Jennings!” Gordon was smiling, holding a new lease on life. Running without an anchor. “It’s on my to-do list to call you today.”

      “I just left the police station, Mr. Gordon. Again. All the charges against me are dropped. I’ll take a drug test right now, if you like, but I’m returning to my classroom tomorrow.”

      Gordon stuck his hand out and Jennings shook it.

      “Absolutely, Mr. Jennings. That was the purpose of my call. We would be honored. I hope you understand the necessity of my caution.”

      “It’s been a tough semester. Mr. Lewis and now Mr. Lynch.”

      Gordon nodded. “One for the history books.”

      “We’ll get through it.”

      “We will. I just read through a generous and optimistic letter from the Academy’s financial backers and they agree with you. The Academy will get through this.”

      “See you tomorrow, Mr. Gordon.”

      “See you tomorrow. And Mr. Jennings?” He searched for the right words. A need to acknowledge the awful truth of things Jennings had declared. And a certain curiosity about the Christmas party. But he reached and found nothing, so he said, “I’m glad you’re here. Merry Christmas.”
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        * * *

      

      Mackenzie August knocked on the open door and waited. From inside his chambers, Francis Lynch looked up from his computer and smiled.

      “Mr. August. This is a nice surprise. Please come in.” He stood. His black robe was hanging behind him on a hook. “Are you a witness on my docket?”

      August was something of a legend to local law enforcement. Even almighty judges sat up straighter when August came in. He stepped inside and closed the door. “Not today. I need fifteen seconds of your time, Your Honor.”

      “Certainly.”

      August came forward until his thighs were touching the desk. They were both tall, unaccustomed to looking levelly at other men. August was thick with muscle, Francis trim.

      August said, “I’m sorry about your family. Your brother.”

      “Thank you, Mr. August. That’s—”

      “And your father, the chief, I’m sorry about him too.”

      A pause. “My father.”

      “I know it all, Francis. I know everything, including the visit you paid Daniel Jennings the day of the Christmas party.”

      Francis pursed his lips a moment. “Oh?”

      “We got a good relationship. A lot of mutual respect. I see it staying that way. But we need to say this out loud…Daniel Jennings and Daisy Hathaway are good kids. They didn’t ask for the mess, they just solved it. If anything happens to either of them, I’m coming for you.”

      Francis rocked back on his heels. Didn’t even attempt a response.

      “I won’t come at you through the legal system or the justice system. I’ll come in through your window during the night.”

      “Good lord, Mackenzie. I doubt—”

      “No, we’re done. That’s all we’re saying. Now we part ways and you live a long and prosperous life full of good decisions.” On the way out, August raised a finger like a gun, dropped his thumb. “Sleep well, Judge Lynch.”

      Gone.

      Francis stood quiet a long time, watching the absence August left in his chambers. The texture of the room’s stillness had changed. It had been a week of shocks for him, and he hadn’t seen this final one coming, a sucker punch.

      I know it all, Francis. I know everything.

      When he moved, Judge Lynch reached for a phone. Not the landline on his desk, nor the personal cell phone he used every day. He retrieved another cell phone from his jacket, cheap and new, purchased just yesterday. A burner phone, and it was off.

      His thumb hovered over the power button. What would he say? It’s like August had read his mind, had known.

      Down the hall, voices approached. The noise brought him back, reminded him he stood in a busy courthouse.

      He dropped the phone into the pocket of his pants, like a guilty man acting innocent.
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        * * *

      

      Daisy Hathaway jumped at the knock on her classroom door. Frequent visits from Lynch had baked in a Pavlovian dread of that knock, but Lynch was dead and the man in her doorway made her heart flutter.

      “You’re here!”

      “I’m back at work tomorrow,” said Jennings.

      She stood from her desk where she’d been grading English reports. Her left arm was in a pink hard cast. The specifics of that awful night, and their shared survival story, was an intimate glue holding them fast.

      “Just in time for holiday madness. The boys are wild,” she said.

      “I can handle it. Gladly.”

      “You’re right. I think you can. Are you sleeping?”

      “Like a baby. You?”

      “I…” Sudden emotion checked her words. “I’ll be better after Byron’s funeral on Wednesday.”

      “If you aren’t sleeping well, I found a good meal with a friendly face helps. Are you busy tonight?”

      She pointed and wrinkled her nose. “Grading these stupid reports.”

      “Take a break for dinner. I’m in the mood for Mexican and margaritas.”

      “Are you asking me out, Mr. Jennings?”

      Jennings tried and failed to keep the smile off his face. “I am.”

      “I love Mexican.”

      “Then it’s a date,” he said.

      “Pick me up? At six?”

      “Yes ma’am.”
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      Jennings had claimed his Tacoma from impound and he parked next to Hathaway’s little Lexus, five minutes before six. His dog tags dangled from the mirror.

      The last time he felt this nervous hope about a date was his junior prom. He wiped his palms on his pants.

      She answered the knock. “You’re early, Daniel.”

      “In the military, on time means you’re late.” He saw she was wearing a date-night outfit, the kind a woman wears so her date will think of nothing else, and his heart thundered. “Besides, I’m excited.”

      “Gentlemen get excited?”

      “This one does,” said Jennings.

      “Do we have five minutes?”

      “Sure.”

      She smiled and grabbed his jacket and pulled him in. “Good.”

      The door closed, sealing them inside.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in a dark Acura sedan, one block removed from Hathaway’s house, Francis Lynch watched her pull Jennings inside and close the door. He released a great sigh at the ceiling of his car.

      He didn’t know why he was following Jennings. Some biological imperative demanded it, but for what reason?

      His emotions were hard to identify. He acknowledged the overwhelming flood of them, but he’d spent a lifetime suppressing and ignoring anything that made him feel. There was grief, of course. Anger. Sorrow that he’d lost a father and brother in an instant. Guilt and fear. Yet there was also a sweet release, like a huge debt had been paid. He’d found himself singing earlier.

      He wanted to thank Daniel Jennings and have him murdered, at the same time.

      Something about him and the girl was fascinating. Their youthful innocence, the wide open horizon before them. They’d come out of the fire when his family hadn’t.

      Francis hadn’t been there but his thumbprints were all over that night. He’d planted the idea with the chief. He’d baited Jennings into going. In his plan, Jennings and Peter would be dead.

      But things hadn’t gone according to plan.

      I know it all, Francis. I know everything.

      He wished he knew how Jennings had done it. He’d read every police report and statement he could get his hands on and they were baffling. No murder weapon? How was that possible? Shotguns were big things, hard to hide, and an army of police officers and fireman had looked. Francis knew Jennings was formidable, but he didn’t realize the man was a magician.

      The couple emerged from her door a few minutes later. Even from a distance, it was obvious they were flushed and beaming like teenagers. Jennings opened the door for her.

      “They are beautiful children,” Francis told himself.

      He dropped into gear and pursued the truck at a distance. Christmas music murmured softly on Q99.

      He needed to get home. Peter’s children were living with him now. Benji was taking it harder than Junior or Ann. They had an appointment with a therapist tomorrow.

      Ann worried him. She was showing very little emotion. She appeared to be more attached to Homer than Peter.

      Jennings’ truck reached Brambleton Avenue and Francis guessed they were headed to El Rodeo. At the Cave Spring Corners stoplight, he almost turned for home.

      Not yet, just a little longer. He felt he owed it to Peter and Chief Gibbs. A show of respect.

      The Tacoma stopped at El Rodeo and Francis parked in the adjacent lot belonging to a gym. He sat within the drone of the engine and the warmth, and he watched Jennings and Hathaway stroll inside, holding hands.

      Forgiveness, that’s what he needed. He needed the forgiveness of his father and brother. On some unknown, pathetic subterranean level, he needed it from the happy couple too.

      If the chief heard that, he’d pound Francis with a phonebook, demanding he act like a man. Demanding he avenge his father’s death.

      Sorry, Chief. I’m done cleaning up messes.

      Francis withdrew his new burner phone with shaking fingers. He made a call.

      A man answered and Francis said, “Good evening. The thing we talked about? Forget it. It’s off. …Yes, that’s right, cancelled. …I want him alive and have my reasons. Keep the money and forget we ever spoke. Don’t contact me.”

      He hung up.

      Deep breath. Nodded to himself.

      Good. That was the wise move, especially after August’s visit. It spoke well of Daniel Jennings that he’d made such a powerful ally, an ally Francis didn’t dare cross.

      He shivered. I’ll come in through your window.

      One more phone call to make.

      The number Francis dialed went straight to voicemail, as he suspected it would. The owner of the number was busy and would check his messages later.

      Francis cleared his throat. “Daniel, I’d like to briefly tell you a story. About a little boy who was abandoned. The boy was thrown into awful foster homes with his brother, and then one day a man adopted them. Or mostly adopted them. And things got even worse because the state thought the boys would be okay, but they weren’t. The end.

      “Do you know why I’m telling you this story, Daniel? There are cases, however rare, when the pain of being separated from a parent is far better for the child in the long run than the pain and damage caused by remaining with that parent. Sometimes children should be removed.

      “However. It’s important Benji never finds out it was you, Daniel. That would be another death for him, because he idolizes you. So I propose we let the past stay in the past. I forget you trespassed and murdered Peter and you forget everything else, and the world is better for it.

      “You have a brilliant future ahead. I believe you should be the beneficiary of injustice, this one time. Who knows, maybe you’ll grow to enjoy it.

      “Goodbye, Daniel.”

      Francis hung up and powered off the phone. He planned to smash it with a hammer when he got home. And that would be that.

      Inside the restaurant, Jennings and Hathaway were brought a margarita each and they touched glass rims. Had they looked through the window, they’d have seen a dark Acura sedan pulling away. Brake lights flared as the car turned, and then it was gone. But the couple was too preoccupied to notice. They spoke quietly about the Christmas party and the past before it. About teaching. About doing life right and their goals. Alcohol and freedom from fear created an insular bubble, and inside they were alone with one another and their hard-won hope.

      

      The End
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        * * *

      

      Dear Reader,

      

      I hope you enjoyed Sunken Graves (you did). The story of a corrupt attorney who can bury his sins in legal paperwork was burning a hole in me, and it had to be written. Many many thanks to my editors, proofreaders, legal consultants, and military experts.

      

      If you’d like to read more (you do), may I recommend The Desecration of All Saints? It’s another stand-alone novel of mine, starring Mackenzie August, the private cop who did his best to mentor Daniel Jennings. I’ve written many books about Mackenzie and you’ll love them. This book is on sale for 0.99, exclusively for the launch of Sunken Graves. Click here.

      

      Or, if you’d like to jump straight into a mystery series, I recommend August Origins, book one, available on Kindle Unlimited. Click here.

      

      I live in Roanoke, Virginia, with my darling wife and my darling children. I’d like to be your favorite mystery writer for the next twenty years, so I hope you give one of those novels a shot. This could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship (it will be).

      

      -Alan

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





