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This novel is dedicated to my Mom and Dad. 


Thank you for always being there for me.

I love you both very much.

I suggest you stop reading now. 


In a few pages all hell breaks loose.


 


 

THE DEAD PARADE

Survival is not an Option


 

Prologue


 

Joseph gripped the wheel and Penny screamed. Headlights, larger than most, blinded both of them. Joseph tried to say something, anything, but his mouth opened and the words stayed locked inside his throat. It didn’t matter. There was nothing to say and no one would have heard him anyhow. Penny’s voice had become a high-pitched siren that dominated all potential discussion. 


In the backseat of the car was little Mathew. A moment before he was juggling between singing and drinking. Sing––slurp. Sing––slurp. Then came the grim sound of his mother’s bellow. This caused his concentration to falter and his juice box to slip from his fingers. The box slid along his t-shirt and bounced over the strap that held him. The straw designed to pierce the box hung from Mathew’s lips, dripping purple sap. 


He wondered if there was a monster in the front seat. Somehow it seemed very possible. If there was a monster, maybe it was eating his mother. Monsters can do that, he considered. Every kid worth two cents plus three cents knows that. 


Being too small see over the front seat, the headlights of the oncoming vehicle did not blind Mathew. His eyes, round and bulging, remained sheltered from the glare as they danced between his mother and father. He didn’t comprehend the problem, but knew something was wrong. Mommy never sounded like that before. She never sounded like she was being eaten alive. 


Joseph cranked the wheel to his left, which seemed to be his best option. His decision came a little too late; the truck would not be avoided. Impact was imminent. 


Mathew’s hands moved towards his ears, knocking the straw from his lips. He inhaled deeply, preparing his throat for a cry that would never come.

The vehicles collided with a CRUNCH and the world became a blur. 


Mathew’s body lunged forward and his seatbelt locked, strangling him like it hated him.

On Joseph’s side of the car the steering wheel folded into a strange and misshapen zero. On Penny’s side, her intense and dominating scream came to an abrupt and horrific halt. The windshield shattered as both parents went through. The pavement would be stained red for weeks. 


After the accident came darkness. And for what seemed like a long time, Mathew was lost in nothing. 



 


 

PART ONE: 


JOHNNY’S GIFT
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Anne handed James a tissue. He took it and thanked her. A sniff and a sigh later he stood up and walked across the clinical room, telling himself that he wouldn’t cry. He wouldn’t. Not for a second longer, dammit. He was thirty-three years old, not thirteen, and this was no way for a thirty-three year old man to act. Not here. Not now. Not in front of his mother.

The bullshit self-declaration seemed to work and his sniveling briefly subsided. But even as James pulled his act together he could feel another wave of grief coming. The gloomy hand of misery was peeking its fingers around the corners of his mind, squashing his half-hearted vow like a steamroller over a sandcastle. The circumstances were dreadful: Joseph and Penny were dead. Mathew’s life was hanging by a very thin thread. 


He began to cry again.


 

* * * 



 

A minute came and went. James took a deep breath, listening to the sounds of the hospital as he glanced at his mother. 


Anne looked traumatized and pale. Her depressing and confounded stature was tragic. Just seeing a person this way made James feel miserable. He thought his heart would break.

She lost her first-born son, he thought. Wow. 


Anne said, “There, there,” giving James motherly comfort the way she always had––with queer, half-thought sentences that didn’t mean much. There, there. Lordie, lordie. If it isn’t one thing, it’s another. Anne had a million of them.

“I’m okay,” James said.

“Of course you are,” Anne replied, and before she could say anything more, James and Anne were interrupted by a phone call.

James pulled his cell from his pocket. “Hello.”

“Hi James. It’s me, Johnny.” His voice was cold, almost businesslike. 


“Oh, hi Johnny.”

“I need you to come over here right now. It’s an emergency.”

James expelled an exaggerated mouthful of air. “I’m sorry John, but I can’t. I have an emergency of my own. A big one.” He felt his tears brimming, and he was about to go on, explain the accident, piece the tragedy together the best way he could. 


Johnny didn’t allow it. He said, “If you don’t come to my place I’ll kill myself. I swear it. I’ll kill myself and it’ll be your fault.” 


Johnny hung up. And when James called back, Johnny didn’t answer.
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Anne sat in the corner of the room, beneath a television that was attached to a bracket that was bolted to the concrete wall, far away from the IV, the perfectly sterile sheets of the hospital bed, and an off-white curtain that divided the room in half. Seeing the expression James made at the end of the call, she knew something was up. Something troublesome. 


She said, “You okay?”

“Yeah,” James responded broodingly.

“Are you going somewhere?”

“Maybe.”

In Anne’s left hand she held a tattered copy of the Bible. A rosary strangled the fingers on her right. Her knuckles were colorless. Her gray hair was pulled into a bun showcasing ears without jewelry. Her eyes looked tired and swollen. Worse of all, they looked defeated.

But it seemed to James––as his mother rocked back and forth in her chair, knocking her heels together fretfully––that she was being the strong one this morning, defeated eyes and all. Mother had finished her crying. Oh yes. She let it out in one big bawl. Now her emotions were under control, fully managed, and completely organized. James figured she’d stay that way ‘til the day was done. 



 

* * * 



 

Anne prayed, initiating a silence that lasted ten minutes. Finishing her twenty-first Hail Mary, her swollen-knuckle fingers shifted from one rosary bead to the next. “You’re going to take care of him, James,” she said, after finishing a prayer. “I can’t. I’m too old. I can’t raise another. Not now. Not again.”

James nodded his head and closed his eyes. His hands became fists.

“He needs someone young,” she continued, “and Lord knows he needs to be with someone that loves him, with family. You know the boy needs a father. It’s as clear as the walls around us. It’s as clear as the sky above. He needs you, James. Mathew needs you. It’s time to step up and do what’s right. It’s time to act like a man and do what you were born to do. It’s time for you to raise that boy.”

James felt his nerves giving. “Let’s talk about it later.”

“There’s nothing more to talk about.”

James sighed. “Sure Mom. Whatever you say. But let’s talk later, okay?”

Anne closed her eyes and lowered her head.

Unrolling his fists, James eyed the boy in the hospital bed solemnly––the boy with the bruises on his face, two broken legs, a crushed hand, five broken ribs, a bruised spine, a dead mother, a dead father, and all of his front teeth smashed from his mouth; his six-year-old nephew––Mathew––the only person expected to survive the accident.

He kissed his mother and said good-bye. 


He would never see her again.


 


 

3


 

James stepped into the hallway. Like a single-minded herd, his family and friends approached him with fake-smile faces and slumped shoulders. They hugged him, shook his hand, and offered condolences. They said things like, It isn’t fair and I can’t believe this is happening. James countered with, Thanks for coming and I can’t believe it either. Soon the condolences turned to questions and questions turned to inquiry. James found himself wishing he had stayed in the room. Oh well. Out of the frying pan and all that jazz. 


Once the questioning settled, James walked past the nurse’s station, an open concept waiting room, and a row of vending machines. He considered buying some chocolate, decided against it, and approached an elevator with his eyes sweeping the patterned floor. He hit a button. Before long he was in-and-out of the elevator and standing on the main floor. Then he was outside. Then he was inside his car, driving across the hospital parking lot and away from it all.

He checked his watch: 11 am. 


The day was warm, the sun was shining, and the wind blew with considerable strength. James remembered the weatherman mentioning a storm. Somehow it didn’t fit; there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. 


It was time to visit Johnny.


 

* * * 



 

James knocked two times, waited a few seconds, and was about to knock again when the front door swung open.

Standing in the doorway, Johnny looked at James with a blank stare and little emotion. He didn’t look good. His sunken red eyes seemed to be glossed-over from a lack of sleep. His hair was matted, crusted to the side of his head in a greased, savage frenzy. His skin was pale and his clothing was dirty. His teeth were grimy and stained. He had cuts around his eyes that seemed to create a design of some kind. 


James wondered if the wounds were self-inflicted.

Johnny’s image gave James a discomfited feeling, making him feel like an unwanted guest. But James wasn’t unwanted, was he? With his mind shifting gears, James re-evaluated his visit. What’s going on? he wondered. Is Johnny upset with me?

After a confused bout of reflection, James came to a conclusion: he sized things up incorrectly. After all, Johnny invited him over––forced him over, actually. And it couldn’t be time to go already. He hadn’t even said hello. 


“Johnny,” James whispered, sounding apologetic. “You okay?”

Johnny exhaled; his eyes became puffed slits. He leaned against a wall, listening to something. But what was it? 


Soon enough James was listening too. He listened to the sounds of the house, the street behind, and the birds in the sky. But there was nothing to hear––nothing unusual that is, just small-town silence and the everyday sounds that surrounded it. 


“Johnny?”

Five full seconds passed before Johnny’s eyelids opened wide enough to let the late-morning sunshine in. He rubbed his face, cleared his throat, and said, “James, I’m glad you came.” 


James fabricated half a smile. “Of course I came, buddy,” he said, wondering if beneath his white shirt and his black tie he looked as ghastly as Johnny. It was possible. He had a rough morning that he hadn’t even begun to come to terms with. “Are you okay? You look a little…” 


The wind blew stronger, causing the trees to sway, the grass to rustle, and the door to swing open. Once the door was open it squeaked and rattled inside its rusty hinges. 


“I’m tired.” Johnny said unresponsively, letting the door sway.

“I was going to say that. You look tired. Have you been sleeping?”

Ignoring the question, Johnny said, “I’m hungry, did you bring food?”

James felt his nerves give and he laughed uncomfortably, sounding like a fool. “No,” he said. “I don’t have food. But I’m thinking… I might be hungry too. I could eat. You want to order a pizza, or go somewhere… a restaurant maybe? What do you think? Wanna do lunch?”

“Pizza.” Johnny said, unleashing a miserable grin. 


“Yeah?” 


Johnny pulled away from the wall and rolled his head in a half-circle. He looked over his shoulder and down the well-lit corridor. He eyed the crooks and curves in the floorboards, and the dust-puppies that crept from corner to corner when nobody was looking. He stretched his back and tightened his stomach. It seemed as though something cold had crawled across his skin, and into his ear––whispering, warning him to behave. Then his face transformed, becoming a hideous scowl. For a moment he looked like he would scream. “We shouldn’t go out,” he managed. “It doesn’t like to go out.” 


Like a zombie, Johnny walked an unbalanced line inside the house; he left the door blowing in the wind. And all the while his eyes crept along the walls: the wall on his right, the wall on his left, the hardwood beneath his feet… 


Grudgingly, James stepped inside. 


With the doorknob in hand he looked across the vacant, small-town street. He glanced at the swaying trees, the blowing leaves, the empty driveways. He heard a dog bark and the faint sound of a beeping horn. And feeling like a condemned man, he shrugged his shoulders, disregarded the yapping animal, and the beeping horn, and he closed the rattling door.
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James expected Johnny’s house to be a disaster but it wasn’t. It was perfect; too perfect. The tables were gone. The plants were gone. The bookcase and all of his books were missing too. The TV was still there along with a couch, which sat next to an antique chair that had large holes in the fabric. And, aside from some dirty dishes, that was about it.

“Hey Johnny. You changed the room around, did you? Got rid of a few things?” 


Johnny fell into the old chair. The chair moaned and creaked as dust puffed out of it. Its wooden legs screeched against the hardwood. 


“Pizza?” Johnny said. “Did you bring a pizza? You did, right?” 


The statement was absurd, of course. And at first, James thought Johnny was kidding. “No man, I didn’t bring food.” There was a moment of silence. James swallowed uneasily. “But I’ll phone. You want pizza, huh?” 


James reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. He scanned the address book, closing his eyes when his dead brother’s phone number rolled across the screen. Then he found the number: Tony’s Big-Topping Pizzeria: the best pizza in town. 


He glanced into the backyard through the large garden window. The backyard was loaded with Johnny’s furnishings: dressers and beds, tables and chairs, bookshelves and clothing––plus boxes and boxes and boxes. James, confused, shook his head. He wondered what had happened and why. 


Did Johnny snap? 


Without wanting an answer, he walked down the hallway. If he was going to order food he needed Johnny’s address. He opened the front door. Against the brick wall was the house number: 1342. He dialed the number and the phone began ringing. Once, twice… 


“Hello, Tony’s Pizza.” 


“I’d like to order a pizza for delivery.”

“Address?” 


“1342 Tecumseh Street.” 


“Name?”

“James McGee.”

“And you’d like to order?”

James stepped into the living room and realized that Johnny had frayed newspaper clippings attached to a wall. He approached the clippings and ran his eyes across the headlines. One headline read: TWO MORE FOUND DEAD. Another: MURDER IN HIGH PARK. A third was: 4 BODIES, 24 HOURS. 


After reading the headlines he glanced at Johnny. 


Something was horribly wrong. He knew those stories, those headlines on the wall. Everyone did. The string of deaths was puzzling the police. Evidence suggested that the killer might be some kind of animal. But they didn’t know for sure. 


Maybe it was Johnny.
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James stepped away from the wall, lost in thought. He approached his friend, noticing that the room was cold. Really cold. Johnny was curled up on the chair with his legs pulled high, hiding his face beneath his arms. Eyes peeked above kneecaps. 


“It’s here.” Johnny whispered with a raspy voice. “Oh my God, it’s here again. It’s inside the room with us. Why won’t it leave me alone?”

James stopped dead in his tracks. Then he heard a distant voice, “Excuse me? Sir? You’d like to order? Yes? No?”

“Uh…”

“Sir?”

James focused. Somehow he had forgotten that he was in the middle of a phone call. “Oh yeah,” he said. “I’d like to order a large pepperoni pizza. Thin crust, extra cheese… and I’ll pay cash. But I’ve got to go, there’s an emergency. I’m at 1342 Tecumseh. See you soon.” 


He hung up, hoping he had given enough information. Then he slid his phone into his pocket and said, “What is it, Johnny?”

“It’s here.” 


“What’s here?”

James took a step towards the couch.

Johnny pulled away from James and crushed his body deeper into the chair. His fingers curled and his toes squeezed together. His stomach, which felt empty and rotten, clenched like a fist. “Oh God. Don’t move,” he said, with his lips pulled into a bizarre snarl. “Whatever you do, don’t move.”

James looked over his shoulder. Again, there was nothing to see. “Johnny?” 


James slowly made his way to the couch and sat down as if the chair had been set with explosives. He had forgotten all about the drama that surrounded his family. Joseph’s death, Penny’s death, Mathew’s injuries––all had been temporarily washed from his thoughts. His focus was on Johnny now, who seemed to be one small step away from madness. 


“John.” He said with a flat but kind tone. “We should talk, man. We should talk.”

Johnny looked up. His eyes were beyond wild. Drool had formed in the corners of his lips, which were cracked and dirty and a perfect fit with his unhinged smile.

“What the fuck, Johnny?” 


James wondered where the old Johnny was––the Johnny that liked soulful house music, extreme boxing, and getting drunk with his friends; the Johnny who had a big smile and a hearty laugh; the Johnny that went to college to be a chef and was excited about cooking; the Johnny he knew; the Johnny he loved; the Johnny he came to visit. 


“What’s going on, bro? You’re scaring me; you’re freaking me out.”

“I wish we had more time,” Johnny said. “‘Cause I sure am hungry. That pizza would hit the spot right about now. Don’t you think? If only we had more time.”

“The pizza will be here in thirty minutes,” James tried to reason. “But who cares? Johnny, what’s going on? You’re being a weirdo today. Why’s your stuff outside, and what’s with the clippings on the wall? You don’t know something about the murders, do you? Dear God man, tell me you’re not involved!”

Johnny didn’t speak.

“Are you? Are you involved?”

“Do you have it with you?”

James shook his head. “What… the pizza?”

“Yeah.”

James felt the sharp prick of annoyance. It was a mild irritation, but it seemed like something that could get out of hand quickly. Like a gift from the anger fairy, a thought blasted his thinking: slap Johnny across the face, wake the son-of-a-bitch up and snap him from his daze. 


James resisted the urge. The physical approach didn’t seem appropriate, at least, not yet. “No man, I don’t have a pizza. But it’s coming.”

Johnny nodded as he reached a hand into the crease of the chair. He pushed down, hunting inside. “That’s too bad,” he said, shifting in his seat. 


He jerked something free.

“What is it, Johnny?” James asked. But then he knew.

It was a gun.
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The wave of danger hit James in the chest like it was a material thing. His head began spinning. He became dizzy. Everything seemed surreal. 


“Oh God, Johnny. What are you doing?”

“Shhh. It’s okay,” Johnny said. “Trust me, it’s the only way.” 


As Johnny raised the weapon, James thought about running, but then what? He’d take a bullet in the back? No thanks. James didn’t need a slug tearing a hole into his ribcage, his heart, or his lung. What he needed was a paid vacation and a couple of weeks lounging around on a tropical beach loaded with beautiful, intelligent women. Or better yet, a plan––a good plan, a plan that didn’t have him screaming in pain and dying a coward’s death with a bullet in his spine.

Johnny put the barrel beneath his jaw. His finger tightened and the trigger moved slightly. Apparently James wasn’t in danger; Johnny was about to kill himself. 


“Oh shit,” James said without hesitation. “Don’t do it. Don’t even think it!”

Johnny cackled twice and sneered. “I’ll tell you what Suzy told me, if you’d like.”

“Suzy?” James said, puzzled. He noticed the room getting colder. “Suzy Rae?”

Suzy Rae was a mutual friend. She was a nice girl––kind, considerate; she knew how to make people feel welcome. She was born in Haiti and still had the accent in her voice. Her dark and curly hair seemed to draw attention to her strong jaw line and full lips. She had a pretty face that made guys look twice. James knew her; he liked her quite a bit.

“Yeah, Suzy Rae.” 


“What about her?”

“Want to know what she told me?”

“Sure Johnny, whatever. Just don’t do anything stupid, okay?”

“Stupid?”

“Yeah. Be cool, man. Be cool.”

Johnny lowered the gun two inches and his smile widened. “This was Suzy’s gun,” he said. “And now she’s dead.” 
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“What did you say?”

Johnny laughed. “Sue shot herself a couple of weeks ago. I went to visit and found her curled up in the basement. She had her arms stretched out and a shotgun pointed at her chest. I’m not sure if she’d be able to pull the trigger. Not the way she was sitting, but she was trying. That’s the important thing, I suppose. It’s the trying that counts. She was acting crazier than shit, too. Like a loon, so I talked her into giving me the gun and I brought her upstairs. The next thing I knew the dumb cunt had a handgun. I thought she was going to kill me.” Johnny waved the gun carelessly. “She didn’t. Kill me, that is. She did herself in instead. Well, after that, I guess you could say that I was dazed. Dazed and confused, if you catch my drift. And the blood was drainin’ from her head like something from a movie. It was squirting too, if you want me to be honest with you. Squirting in the air. I grabbed the gun from her, as her body settled into place. I don’t know what I was thinking exactly, but I took it and ran as fast as my legs would carry me.” 


James couldn’t believe his ears. Sure as dirt on a rock, Johnny had gone insane. Maybe running wasn’t such a bad idea, James thought. He was quick and athletic. He could probably be out the door before Johnny realized what was happening. 


“I know you think I killed her,” Johnny said, reading James with his eyes. “But I didn’t kill anyone… I should have, but I didn’t.” 


James felt his patience running thin. “Johnny, I don’t understand.”

“You don’t have to. It’s just that… I tell you what.” Johnny made an expression that seemed thoughtful, heroic, and scared shitless, all at the same time. “You can kill me. I won’t stop you.”

Up until that moment James thought he had heard it all. Turned out he hadn’t. “I don’t want to kill you,” James said cautiously. “We’re friends, remember? You’re one of my closest buddies. You’re my boy. And you’re just fucking around, right? Aren’t you Johnny? Aren’t you?”

Johnny shrugged. “Sorry man. I’m sorry it’s you. But if I don’t pass it on it’ll be with me forever. I don’t want that. God, can you imagine? It hurts just thinking about it.”

“This isn’t happening.” 


Johnny smiled. “Oh yes it is. Don’t think for a minute that it isn’t. Just remember to pass it on, ‘kay? And don’t get it mad. You don’t want it mad. Know what I’m saying? It’ll get the best of you. Trust me. It’ll get even. I know. I got it mad a few times and… just don’t do it. That means don’t tell anyone.”

Johnny put the gun to his temple. He pulled the trigger, just a little. His eyes scanned the floor. “Is this okay?” 


“What’re you talking about Johnny?” James said, and he noticed the strangest thing. His breath hung frozen in the ice-cold air. The room was officially freezing.

“I’m talking about a Bokor Incantation,” Johnny said. “And it’s not my fault.”

“What the hell is that?”

Johnny shook his head. “Too late.”

“Can’t we work this out?” 


“I am working this out James. See you on the other side.”

“But—”

“But nothing. See you soon. Try not to dream.”

On the floor, a shadow moved. 


Johnny opened his mouth and dragged the gun along his face. He slid the barrel past his lips and rested it on his front teeth. Then he closed his eyes and pulled the trigger. 
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There was no pain.

But Mathew was screaming for Uncle James. 


James was sitting inside the Demon’s lair, completely oblivious. He didn’t know he was in danger. Not real danger. But Mathew did. He could see it––see the demon hiding in the shadows. See the demon with the black skin, the long fingers, and the glistening eyes; the demon that had lived a thousand lifetimes and slain a hundred thousand men. 


Mathew could see this, and Mathew was screaming. But to the outside world the child looked the same. He was lying on the hospital bed, silent and unmoving. To the outside world he was a boy, like all boys. No different. Only his injuries and experiences distinguished him from the rest. Nobody knew he was a unique child with an unrecognized gift, a special talent. Nobody knew his biological chemistry was uncommon. Not Anne. Not the doctors. Nobody. 


Mathew could see things, things that are not often seen.

It was a gift. 


Given time––two or three years perhaps––Mathew would develop a large tumor in his brain. The tumor would be diagnosed as cancerous. The doctors would say the cause of the tumor would be unknown, but likely genetic. They would tell his family that Mathew had a rough road ahead. A short while later, after the medical community punished his body with cell destroying chemotherapy, they would say he had less than a month to live. And they would be correct. But the tumor that eventually kills its host comes with a flipside that is rarely seen. In a way, it is the gift of sight, and the accident-induced trauma had exposed it. 


Mathew’s eyes were opening now. He was seeing things, seeing into the lives of the people he loved. He didn’t like what he was seeing. 


And inside his tiny, broken body, Mathew was screaming. 
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CLICK. The chamber was empty.

“WAIT!” James shouted, as his stomach started doing back-flips. “FOR GOD’S SAKE, STOP WHAT YOU’RE DOING!”

Johnny pulled the gun from his mouth and eyed the weapon suspiciously.

“Let me talk a minute,” James said. “Please!” 


Keeping his fingers ready, Johnny lowered his hand. “It won’t do any good. There’s nothing you can say.”

“Fine. But give me a chance, will you? Can we talk a little before you blow your friggin’ head off?”

Johnny exposed his dirty teeth. “Alright,” he said. “I’ll give you five minutes.” 


“Five minutes?”

“Yeah.”

James thought about his nephew lying on the hospital bed, a thick circle of bandages around his mouth, both of his legs in casts, suspended in the air, looking like something from a discovery channel emergency program. He didn’t know where the thought had come from. Somehow it didn’t seem like the obvious thing to think about when your buddy sticks a gun into his mouth and yanks on the trigger. 



He said, “My brother Joe died last night. So did his wife Penny. My nephew Mathew is in the hospital. He might not make it. Things haven’t been good.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Car accident.”

The insanity drained from Johnny’s eyes a little. “Are you serious?”

“Unfortunately, I am. It happened on the highway around eleven-thirty. We got the call early this morning. My mom is at the hospital now; she’s with Mathew. You remember Mathew, right? Joe’s five-year-old… blonde hair, built like a baby lumberjack.” 


“I remember.” Johnny said. His eyes lost their ultra focused lunacy. His shoulders, which had been raised, came down an inch and his voice softened a notch. “Honest? You’re telling me the truth?”

“Honest.”

“Damn, James. I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Thanks.” 


“No, really. I’m sorry.”

The two men looked at each other, each feeling ashamed of the moment. 


“Do you mind if we talk about it?” James asked, wondering if the sympathy angle would hold.

“Go ahead.”

James cleared his throat. “But what am I supposed to do here, have a heart-to-heart with you, then watch as you blow your head off? Jesus man. We both have problems, but I was thinking we could help each other, make things right.”

Johnny shrugged. “I don’t know what to say, James. I’m backed into a corner here. This is my way out.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s true.”

“No man, it’s not. Is that gun loaded?”

Johnny shuffled the gun from one hand to the other. “Yeah, it is. The next time I pull the trigger, it’ll be the money shot.”

“You’re being stupid.”

“Okay. If you say so.”

“And why the hell is it so cold in here? I’m freezing.”

“Is this really the way you want to spend the last minutes of my life? Talking about the fuckin’ temperature?”

“But Johnny… it’s August.”

“So?”

James shook his head. The small talk wasn’t working, however, Johnny was more coherent now. Much more. He wasn’t mumbling, rolling his eyes, or talking crazy. That had to be worth something.

“My mother’s pretty upset,” James said. “In fact, she’s a bloody mess.”

“That’s understandable.”

“She says I’ll have to adopt Mathew. Between you and me, I don’t know if I can do it. I don’t know if I can be a father. I mean… I love the little guy, but I’m not ready. Mathew is such a handful and I can be… well, you know me.” 


Johnny didn’t respond so James kept talking. 


“You know me,” he repeated. “I’m scattered at the best of times. Always have been; always will be. I’m the guy that walks to the store to buy milk and comes home with a loaf of bread.”

With an expression, Johnny agreed.

“But you know what?” James said, considering a new approach. He figured he could dilute Johnny’s issues with his own. Maybe it would work, maybe not. It was worth a try. “Once upon a time, I wasn’t such an idiot and my head was on a little tighter. And at that time, I wanted children. I wanted to be a father. But then something happened, something bad. I was sixteen, maybe seventeen. And there was this guy. Harold was his name. I guess Harold would have been eighteen or nineteen, maybe twenty.” James smiled unexpectedly, remembering his old friend. “Harold had these big, awful sideburns that ran down his neck. When he wasn’t around we made fun of him a great deal. Muttonchops, we called him. Of course, he didn’t know that. We didn’t think Harold would appreciate being called ‘Mutton-chop Harold’. But that’s who he was to us. Mutton-chop Harold, the youngest father we knew.”

Johnny nodded. 


“Harold wasn’t ready. He wasn’t prepared inside his mind, you know? And his girlfriend at the time–d thwho was a few years younger than Mutton-chop––she wasn’t much of a thinker, and she didn’t care about him. Didn’t care what he thought or what he wanted. You see… this girl wanted a baby, end of story. And if the kid grew up inside a broken home with fighting parents and nothing in the cupboard, well… so be it.”

“You know what we call girls like that, don’t you?” Johnny said.

“No, what?”

“White-trash bitches.”

James smiled insincerely. “Well, I don’t know if the girl was a white-trash bitch or not, but she lied all the time and she always played the victim. She also smoked a pack a day throughout the pregnancy. At least, that’s what Harold said. If that’s a white-trash bitch, so be it.”

“I hear ya.”


James noticed that his knees were shaking. He made an effort to keep them still. He made an effort to keep calm. He made an effort to keep talking. “The smoking drove Harold nuts,” he said nervously. “He complained all the time. But what could he do? You know the law. The mother’s right even when she’s not. Even if she’s a self-righteous idiot with a grade eight education.”

“That’s a bullshit law,” Johnny said.

“It’s a bullshit world,” James granted. “Anyways, trying to be a dad while dealing with this bitch was upsetting. I mean, from what Harold said, she got pregnant on purpose two weeks after they started dating. You clearly don’t give a shit about anything if you pull that move.”

“Some people aren’t very bright,” Johnny agreed. “They don’t think about the lives they fuck up.” As soon as he finished speaking he thought about shooting James. Shooting him right in the Goddamn face. He wanted to do it. Oh hell, he almost needed to do it. The thought of shooting James made him smile from ear to ear.

“Yeah,” James said. Then he smiled because Johnny was smiling. 


Maybe it was time to pull the gun from Johnny’s hand.
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“They broke up a couple months after the baby was born,” James said. “It was a boy, I think. Can’t remember the name. Whatever. Doesn’t matter. Point is… Harold couldn’t take the bitch any longer and they broke up. Then came the babysitting. He’d have the kid a day or two, and she’d have the kid a day or two. This went back and forth a while without any screw-ups. Then one day Harold makes a mistake. It was February and he was going… wherever. It doesn’t really matter and I don’t honestly know. For arguments sake let’s say he was going to the mall. So Harold gets the kid ready, he bundles the little feller up in his snow-pants and whatnot, and he takes him to the car. And the baby is strapped inside one of those baby seats… sleeping or whatever. Knowing Harold, the baby-seat is probably two sizes too small with three pounds of dried puke on it. Anyways, Harold sits the baby on the ground. He unlocks the car, opens the door, and gets inside. He puts on his seatbelt, turns up the radio… then he drives away, leaving the baby sitting at the side of the road.”

“Oh no.”

“Oh yeah. And it gets worse. Harold’s not thinking about the baby, see? ‘Cause deep down, he’s not ready for the baby. He was never ready for the baby. So now the little feller is sitting outside and it’s February. And it’s as cold as tits on a seal out there and Harold’s gone to the mall. After a while he realizes what he’s done and holy shit does he feel bad. Real bad. So he comes racing home as fast as he can, but the guy lives downtown, you know? And when he gets home the cops are everywhere. The baby’s dead, got run over by a truck.”

“Oh shit.”

“Oh shit is right. And when the smoke finally clears, Harold gets two years. Needless to say, the girl hates him and her family hates him. In fact, both families hate him. And worst of all, he hates himself. So guess what? After he’s released from jail the first thing he does is get drunk. Then he phones his mother, says goodbye, and jumps off a fucking bridge. He kills himself.”

“Oh man, that’s hard,” Johnny said.

“Tell me about it.” 


James looked at the gun. It was inches away, hanging loosely in Johnny’s hand. Johnny seemed lost in thought. If James wanted the gun bad enough he could take it. He could reach right out and snatch it up. But James wasn’t snatching anything. He was so worried he was trembling. Talking. Keep talking, he told himself. Talking seems best. 


He said, “After the funeral I realized something. I’m not ready to be a dad. I decided that I’d never be a dad. And now this happens, and my mom expects me to take care of Mathew. She expects me to be a father. And I’m not ready, Johnny. I love the little guy, but I’m scared shitless. I’m scared I’ll make a mistake, a big mistake. I’m scared I’ll fuck up, like Harold did. I’m telling you, I’m not ready for this. The idea of caring for that kid scares me half to death.”

The two men sat in silence. 


Looking at the gun, James ran both hands along his arms. He was cold. The house was freezing. 


“You know what?” Johnny said, suddenly smirking.

“No, what?”

“Your five minutes are up.” 


Johnny didn’t shoot James. Instead, he slid the gun into his own mouth and tried his luck again. This time, the blast was deafening.
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Anne sat with Mathew. 


A nurse named Patricia––who had a face like a mule if Anne ever did see one––entered the room asking Anne if she would like something to eat. 


“A tea would be nice,” Anne said, offering a smile. “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, that is.”

Patricia took a quick glance at Mathew’s chart, which was attached to a board at the front of the bed. She checked the IV, tilted her head to one side, and returned the smile. “No trouble at all, Mrs. McGee.” She spoke with that low-level cheer all nurses seem to be naturally equipped with. She sounded happy, but not too happy. She sounded like she cared but probably didn’t. “Is there a tea you’d like best, any particular flavor?”

Anne considered her options, while running a finger along her rosary beads. “Earl Gray?”

Patricia nodded. “I drink that myself, first thing in the morning. Can’t start my day without it. You like milk? Sugar?”

“Milk please. I don’t take sugar.”

“That’s the way I take it too, with a shot of milk. You and I are peas in a pod, Mrs. McGee. Oh yes we are. We’re two of a kind. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

Anne smiled kindly. She noticed, for the first time since she had arrived, how medical everything smelled. She wondered if the woman had brought the medicinal smell in with her somehow. She wondered if something had been spilled in the hallway. The aroma was way beyond strong; it was almost science fiction. “No dear. The tea will be just fine.”

Pat glanced at Mathew one last time with eyes that had seen it all. “One tea, coming up. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Maybe I’ll bring cookies. Sometimes I like to have a lemon cookie with my tea.” 


Again, Anne smiled. “Thank you,” she said, thinking, forget the cookies; I won’t eat them. 


With her shoes skimming the floor, Pat made for the door. Then she hesitated. “Oh, by the way. I met your son earlier. James, is it? He seems very nice.”

“Yes,” Anne said. “He is. James is as nice as they come.”

“Well dressed too.” Patricia smiled, seemly lost in thought.

Anne wondered if the nurse had developed a bit of a crush. It was possible. Lots of women found James attractive. Girls had been chasing him around since he was eight years old. 


“Well,” Anne said. “I suppose he is well dressed.”

Patricia laughed lightly and showed her dimples. They made her look younger, and perhaps, they almost made her look pretty. “I’ll see you in a moment Mrs. McGee. I won’t be long.”

“That’s fine. Take your time, dear.”

Patricia left the room and Anne stood up. She placed her rosary on the chair and opened the window. She stood beside the bed and took Mathew’s small fingers in her hand. His skin felt cold and thin. Shallow breathing came from his open lips in slow moving gasps. The bandages around his head needed to be changed once more; his blood and sweat had soaked through.

Anne wondered if Mathew would ever laugh again, or smile again, or be a happy little boy again. She expected that he would, trusting that when this terrible tragedy had passed him by he’d be able to pick up the pieces of his life and continue on without too much sorrow. She knew it would be hard. No child should lose both mother and father in a single stroke. No child should endure such pain.

She squeezed Mathew’s hand and the boy opened his eyes unexpectedly. His fingers wrapped around hers. 


“Run James,” he managed to say with a dry voice. Then he fell silent and closed his eyes. 


Anne stood above the child, voiceless and distressed. She watched his shallow breathing and waited for him to speak again. But Mathew did not speak. He didn’t budge. He lay unmoving, laboring shallow breaths as if nothing had happened. He looked terrible, like the saddest child in the world. 
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RUNNING WITH THE DEVIL


 

12


 

After the gun went off Johnny’s head fell back. His suddenly darkened eyes faced the ceiling. A cloud of smoke puffed through the bubbling hole in the back of his skull, and rose up through his nose and mouth. His body slouched; his knees knocked together. Then Johnny’s balance shifted and his shoulders fell forward. His hand slid down his chest and the gun slipped from his fingers. As the gun slapped the floor Johnny’s head slumped and fell to one side. A stream of blood, teeth, and charred tongue, ran over his gums and down his chin. His legs slid apart and his body leaned forward. When he fell, his body hit the floor with a wet, grim thud. 


Then a shadow shifted; the hardwood creaked. 


James held his breath.

The shadow, James could clearly see, was the size of a small tombstone. It shaped like some type of animal, a raccoon maybe. James questioned how this was possible. He wondered if was imagining things, if his eyes were playing tricks. Was stress causing him to hallucinate? 


He saw it again, and this time there was no denying it. There was a shadow on the floor and it was moving. But how could this be? James was alone in the ice-cold room, with Johnny—who lay dead and bleeding on the floor. 
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James got up from the couch and walked towards the door. He moved slowly. The shadow followed so he walked faster. Tiny footsteps could be heard beneath the sound of his own. Part of him wanted to run. Another part wanted to wave his hands in the air the way a child does when a wasp gets close. Things felt that way now––like a wasp was buzzing, or ten wasps, or an entire hive had come together in battle. And Johnny’s words, which sounded crazy less than five minutes earlier, began haunting him. 


Sorry man, Johnny had said. I’m sorry it’s you. But if I don’t pass it on, it’ll be with me forever.

What the hell did that mean? Did Johnny pass something on to him; something worse than angry wasps, something cold and invisible, something so bad that Johnny put the business end of a gun inside his mouth before pulling the trigger? 


James walked faster. He grabbed the doorknob, twisted his wrist, and pushed. The door swung open. Wind grabbed it and slammed it against the wall. Brass plated house numbers rattled against the brick. 


James was running now, he realized—running down the steps and across the driveway. He threw open the car door and leapt inside. After ramming a hand into his pocket he fumbled with his keys, shifted through them, and slammed a key into the ignition. The car started and James backed out of the driveway at a racer’s pace. Air blew through both open windows. The radio spewed annoying commercials. Changing gears, he tore down Tecumseh Street like a… 


A madman, James thought. Jesus have mercy… now I’m the crazy one. 


As he followed a bend in the road he turned the radio off. The temperature inside the car dropped five notches and something became crystal clear: 


Like it or not, James was not alone. 
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James slapped a hand against the passenger seat like a schoolgirl. He wanted to squish it, kill it; destroy it—whatever it was. But there was nothing to get rid of. How could there be? He was alone––alone with the ice-cold air, the empty seat, and the eerie moving shadow. Fucking hell. Maybe he wasn’t alone! He pounded his fist against the cushion, shouting obscenities. The outline was certainly there, racing in circles and evading his assault. 


He pounded his fist again.

James swerved the car left and right. The book inside his mind turned a page and a new bolt of fear hit. He stopped shouting and stopped hammering the seat. His frantic behavior all but vanished. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up straight enough to be in the army.

The car was colder now; he had made it angry.

“And whatever you do, James,” Johnny had said. “Don’t get it mad. You don’t want it mad. It’ll get the best of you. Trust me. It’ll get even. I know. I got it mad a few times.”

The creature hissed. 


Oh shit.

In the corner of his eye he saw a tiny alien; it was foreign in every conceivable way. 


Then it was gone. 


James wanted to believe that his eyes were playing tricks on him. He wanted to believe it, but he didn’t. His eyes weren’t playing tricks. His eyesight was top notch. He could read a street sign from two blocks away. So what did that mean? What did he see?

James wasn’t sure, but whatever it was—its skin was black and its eyes were huge. James knew that much. Past that, he had no idea what the creature looked like. It came and went too quickly. And it didn’t matter. Not really. The important thing was this: he made the demon angry and now he’d pay for it.

He hit the brake. It didn’t respond.

In fact, the car moved faster and faster.
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Mathew floated in a sky filled with balloons inside the endless scenery of his mind. He knew things now. He knew that once Johnny died, things would become bad for Uncle James. 


And Johnny died. 


And things changed. 


But time was funny inside Mathew’s mind. Time had become askew. He wasn’t part of the system now; he wasn’t part of the game. He was in a coma and he wandered the compositions of linear time at his own pace, in his own way. He didn’t know how to control this time flux; minutes could be days; hours could be lifetimes; years could be seconds. 


Mathew followed a green balloon along an empty street. The balloon floated up a driveway and in through an open door. This was Johnny’s house. He saw Johnny sitting in an old chair. James was sitting beside him. Mathew saw the primordial beast crouched in the corner. The beast grew dull and its shadow lightened. Then came the sudden movement of Johnny’s hand. A red cloud exploded in the air above Johnny’s head. Mathew watched Johnny’s head move back and forth like a pendulum. He saw Johnny grin.

Then the balloon turned red and popped. James was suddenly gone. 


Mathew was confused. He didn’t see James leave the room. He didn’t see him run for the door, or disappear, or fade away. In one moment James was there, and in the next moment the reality of the situation had been altered. It seemed possible that James had never been there at all. The room had darkened and the edges of Mathew’s perception felt crusted with a metallic tinge. Like the fabric––the very molecules of the room and everything that was within it––had become alive. And was moving. Slowly. Twisting and turning, changing Mathew’s visuals while keeping everything miraculously unaltered. 


He heard the walls creaking around him. He heard voices in the distance that sounded like crying. And there was an odor. He couldn’t put his finger on it but it reminded him of soda in the can.

Motion stood still. 


Mathew saw another balloon, a red one. As he reached for it time began rolling again. He watched events happen through the eyes of James. He watched Johnny kill himself. And although time was rolling along now, rolling faster with each implicit second, this was the hang-time between life and death, between here and there, between this world and the next.

Johnny had a never-ending river of blood pouring from his chin. And while the blood bubbled he lifted his head and smiled through a mouthful of jagged teeth fragments. 


He said, “Mathew,” his voice sounded unrefined and deep. “He’s with us now, child. James is with us. Soon enough, you’ll be with us too.”

And with that, Johnny laughed. But his laughter sounded a lot like screaming.
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James drove past crosswalks and driveways and a house his parents considered buying when he was just a boy. He soared by small homes with large yards and trees that were older than the town. He drove under a bridge that was under construction and through an intersection with a STOP sign clearly posted near the corner. He entered a subdivision that was just being developed. Most of the houses were still empty. Unsure of the situation, he looked over his shoulder and gazed into the backseat. Like the houses in developing subdivision, the backseat seemed to be empty too. 


The fake leather steering wheel slid through his fingers and James snapped his head around faster than his eyes widened. The car accelerated, the engine revved. The seat shook beneath him. The radio turned on and off. 


If he didn’t know better, he’d swear the car was haunted.

James slammed his foot on the brake pedal again and again; it was no use. The pedal went up and down but the car wouldn’t respond. He put a hand on his face and rubbed his eyes. Long moments of dread rolled through his mind. There was an intersection with a stoplight getting larger by the second. The light was green. James closed his eyes and held on tight, wondering if he was about to die. The car ripped along and a few seconds later the intersection was behind him. But it wasn’t over, not by a long shot. There was another intersection coming and without a doubt, another one after that. He drove in a straight line and a squirrel ran in front of the car, did a little dance, and went back the way it came. He zipped past a kid that was tossing a plastic football in the air while leaning against a corner mailbox. Up ahead a green light was changing to yellow. 


A bee squashed against the window. It was big; might have been a queen.

The speedometer read: 79 MPH. 


The light changed again: RED. 


I’m jumping out of the car, he thought. Oh mother of mohair and shit on a stick… help me! I’m jumping out! I’m jumping out of the car!

He grabbed the door handle and pulled hard on the lever. He strained his fingers but the handle didn’t budge. There was no escape.

“FUCK!”

The crossroads drew closer. 


James pulled on the handle again. The corner was less than 100 feet away now and he was going to drive right through it. There was no question; physics demanded it.

On his left, James spotted a surprised mother pushing a pink stroller along the sidewalk. She had been reading Vogue magazine, which had a well-dressed, under-fed, teenager on the cover. Their eyes met and her jaw dropped. The woman waved both hands wildly as the carriage came to a rolling stop. The magazine flapped and fluttered around her head with pages blowing in the wind. It looked like a bird was attacking.

James began screaming. His wasn’t a high-pitched siren––not like his sister-in-law’s had been the moment before her face slammed against the windshield. His was a machinegun blast, a burst of screams packed tighter than a roll of American quarters. 


The shadow leapt from the seat and landed between his legs. Long, unseen fingers wrapped around his ankles, and although James didn’t know it, the beast opened its mouth, preparing its attack. 
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Cars, trees, lights, and signs––the essence of the small town intersection––flew past James in one swift blur. He had gotten lucky. Then his luck ended. Less than two seconds later, tiny, razor-sharp teeth ripped a piece from his leg. Blood soaked through his dress-pants and ran a line to his shoe. 


James held back his shriek; his face pinched into a ball and tears rolled down his cheeks. He pulled his wounded legs together and lifted his feet high.

The creature shifted its weight, repositioned itself, and primed for another assault. 


Keep your eyes on the road, James thought, with his fingers choking the steering wheel. Keep your eyes on that fucking road. 


But James wasn’t in control of the car, and his eyes weren’t on the road. He was looking at the blood pooling beneath his legs, the living shadow at his feet, the steering column, his lap, his shoes, the floor––he was looking at everything except the road. Then the car forged a new path. It drifted off the road and up a curb. It ran over a man: Doctor Anson. He had just come home from work.

Anson slammed against the ground. Wheels rolled over his chest and kept on rolling. A second later the car hit a tricycle. The tricycle went flying through the air, spinning end over end in a blur of imitation chrome and red colored paint. As the tricycle was reintroduced to the planet the car connected with a young and slender elm tree, cutting it in half. Tree branches dusted the hood and smashed the window before spinning through the air. They bounced off the curb and rolled onto the street in broken fragments. Leaves scattered. Splinters flew.

James was in a state of panic now. His hands were in front of his face and his eyes were crushed tight. He whispered, “I just killed a man. Oh shit… I killed him for sure.”

The car kept going. 


James maneuvered his way back onto the road for several blocks before he lost control again. The car ripped through bushes, driveways, flowerbeds and lawns. It hit a fence and white pickets exploded. A barking dog gave chase. A young boy ran. A man yelled. 


And again, the creature opened its gapping maw. 


James looked down, feeling new pressure around his legs. “WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU––”

The invisible intruder bit down again, tearing another hole in his leg. Fresh pain sent a shock through his system. His feet jerked away from the pedals and blood squirted across the floor. With his teeth clenched tight James kicked hard, accomplishing nothing. And in the top corner of his eye he saw something. Something big. 


He looked up and the color fell from his face. 


James understood that it was only a matter of time before the car ride would end, only a matter of time.

Time was up. The car was about to hit a house.

And a moment later, it did.
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Anne stepped away from Mathew and picked up the phone, which was sitting on a table beside the bed. She dialed nine and waited patiently. The line clicked over and she dialed James’s cell phone number. The phone rang but no one answered. 


Dialed again, still no answer.

She hung up the phone and walked across the room. She was thinking about James now. Not Mathew, James. She was worried and confused.

Why did Mathew speak? Why did he say, ‘Run James?’

This seemed to be a mystery without an answer, without logic or reason––unless James was in serious trouble. But even if James was in trouble, how could Mathew know? The answer was simple enough: he couldn’t know. Knowing was impossible. Besides, what dilemma could her son James be in? 


She picked up the phone a second time and dialed again. Same result. James must have turned his phone off, she thought. And he’s probably at his girlfriend’s place.

Debra. 


Anne cringed. She didn’t want to call Debra. She hated that two-faced, lying slut.
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Just around the time Anne was phoning James, Debra––the two-faced lying slut––opened her eyes. She had just finished a nasty dream about a zombie, which was a first. Debra rarely dreamt, and had never known the joys of an unsettling nightmare. She wondered where the nightmare had originated. She never watched zombie movies or read scary books. She considered all forms of horror entertainment stupid and adolescent. 


But the corpse within her dream wasn’t stupid. It was… Johnny?

The nightmare faded away. She put a hand to her face and rolled on her side. Her eyes opened and closed, opened and closed. Her breathing calmed. 


At the side of her bed was a table. On the table was a small stack of fashion magazines. Behind the magazines was a love letter, written by James. It was in plain view and had been read by all of Debra’s friends. Keeping the letter exposed was important to Debra. It kept James wrapped around her finger. Just looking at it brought a smile to her face.

Boys could be so dumb; so easy.

Next to the letter was a retro style alarm clock. It was stylish and expensive, a Christmas gift from her mother. Debra didn’t like the clock or her mother, but the clock sustained impeccably accurate time. And the time was 11:35 am.

Her mouth was dry. The taste of last night’s alcohol coated the grime of her teeth. She sat up and thought, what happened? Then it came to her and a whore’s grin crept upon her face. 


Oh yeah, girls-night.



Girls-night was a pussy-pass for Debra and her tight-lipped friends. It was the perfect slut move, the one night she could keep her boyfriend away, the one night she could justify being angry if he called or dropped by. Girls-night afforded Debra the freedom to do what she wanted––with anyone, with everyone. 


There were always plenty of boys at girls-night. 


Although her mind was fuzzy, Debra remembered most of the evening. She remembered having dinner at a restaurant and drinking a few pints of beer before changing her drink to vodka and OJ. She remembered going into a bar, doing some shots, flirting with men, and women, flashing her tits a couple times, and sitting on some guy’s lap. She remembered telling her friends not to say anything, like always. And her friends laughed, like always. As if they’d tell. She remembered one of her girlfriends kissing a hip-hop thug, which pissed everyone off. The guy was a first-rate loser that wouldn’t fuck off, which threw a downbeat twist into the party. She remembered going back to a friend’s house, making out with some dude, getting felt-up, and scoring a phone number. Then the night gets blurry.

If Debra had been asked why she acted this way, she’d say, “I was drunk.” 


Being drunk was the only excuse Debra needed. Besides, as long as James was kept in the dark, it was no big deal. No big deal at all.

In fact, Debra got drunk all the time. She had lots of girls-nights. 


It was no big deal.
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James lifted his head and opened his eyes. 


The car doors were open. The back tires were spinning and the front tires were flat. A sea of bricks sat across the crumpled hood. The windshield had a spider-web design imbedded in the glass. The smell of gasoline was strong and a small fire was aflame beneath the hood. 


James coughed. “What the hell—?”

A few seconds slipped by before he started thinking the car would explode. The thought seemed logical, perhaps likely. 


A few feet back, a brick fell from the hole in the wall, followed by another. He could see dust rising and settling, turning and falling. Beyond the dust he could see that the bricks, framework, drywall, and furniture, were slammed together in a splintered mess. Beneath the car more rumbling and settling occurred. It seemed that everything was finding its place.

He lifted his foot from the pedal; the back tires stopped spinning. 


Memories came: his family, the gun, Johnny’s suicide, the creature inside the car, the vicious attack on his legs––it was a lot to swallow. He wasn’t sure what to think. 


Suddenly the fire beneath the car doubled in size. If the car were going to explode, it would do so soon. He needed to escape. Running––that was the important thing now. But James couldn’t move; he couldn’t run. Something was holding him down. After a moment of panic he looked at his chest. 


The seatbelt was on. 


James muttered something negative. He didn’t remember putting a seatbelt on but then again, everything happened so fast. He probably clicked the belt without thinking. And he always wore his seatbelt, just in case.

James unbuckled. The belt slithered across his waist. 


Blood dripped from his nose.

Then he heard a voice inside his head. Run James, the voice said. And for some reason he thought of Mathew. 


He put a hand on the door and pulled himself from the vehicle. He dragged his feet through a heavy pile of broken brick. Hot pain burned both shins. He coughed twice and noticed that his lungs hurt. Then he rubbed a hand across his face and small stream of red smudged across his cheek; the wound was minor, but throbbed once he noticed it. 


On the other side of the room a middle-aged woman wearing a scarlet flowered dress emerged with two young boys. She had dark skin, dark hair, and wore a pair of thin-rimmed glasses. 


“Dios mió,” she said, panic-stricken.


James shook his head. Aside from ‘hola’ and ‘gracias,’ he didn’t know Spanish. Only English. 


“¡Mira lo que has hecho, has destruido mi casa!” 


“I don’t know what you’re telling me.” 


“¿Estas loco? ¡Mira a tu alrededor, todo está arruinado!”

“I don’t understand,” James said. But then he did understand; it was so obvious. 


He was inside the woman’s house, inside her living room. The car had destroyed her home and the woman was frantic. Of course she was. Who wouldn’t be?

The oldest boy rubbed his eyes and held his body against his mother’s waist. His fingers grappled the fabric of her dress. He had a dirty face, watering eyes, and chocolate ice cream stains on his shirt. Snot ran from his nose to his upper lip. 


The youngest boy pointed at the bricks and screamed, “¡Mama! ¡Mama! ¡Miro! ¡Hay un monstruo! ¡Veámonos de aquí!” 


James wondered if he had killed someone, a child perhaps. He hoped not. The last thing he wanted to do was kill somebody. 


The air turned cold and he realized what the child was saying. Children are more perceptive than adults. And they could see it—see the black skinned demon with eyes like sunken pits of coal. See the beast that was responsible for this nightmare.

And they were afraid. 


They were right to be afraid.

He was afraid too.
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James edged towards the family. He saw a mangled tricycle at his feet and the urge hit: he needed to get out of the house. He needed to get away from the smoke, the car, the family, and everything else that was around him. He needed an open space. He needed to find a place where he didn’t feel trapped, a place he hadn’t destroyed. It was time to run, time to hide, time to go. 


The youngest boy was standing in a hallway. The hallway had to lead somewhere: a window, a door, outside.

As James approached the boy, the Spanish woman grabbed his tie and pulled on it. She yelled something he didn’t understand and shook the tie angrily.

“Stop that!” James barked. “I don’t know what you’re saying!” He slapped the woman’s hand and pushed her aside angrily. He stepped into the hallway, and said, “I don’t have time for this!” 


But he couldn’t help wondering: what was the family doing before the car arrived? Watching television? Eating ice cream? Playing video games? 


Damn. This wasn’t fair and he knew it. 


James took a deep breath and coughed. 


Then he thought about Debra. He loved her so much, maybe too much. He thought she was beautiful; he thought she was fun, and he wished they were together. He believed––the way all foolish lovers do––that without her he couldn’t go on. He needed Debra to hold him, to love and comfort him. He needed the woman he had fallen in love with now, in this, his time of need, to make things better. 


I wish I were lying next to you, he thought. I love you and I need you more than you’ll ever know. You complete me.

He heard a child scream. 


And on the heels of that, the car exploded.
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Debra’s hangover came in throbbing waves of sickness. She mumbled, “My brain is killing me.” Then she wondered if she was alone. Looking over her shoulder, she found the other half of the bed empty. 


Praise Allah for small miracles.

After a minor struggle with her anally pleated sheets, she got out of bed and ran her fingers through her steel-wool hair. She pushed her drooping chest out and made dirty-girl faces in the mirror. This usually invoked a smile but today her heart wasn’t in it. The veins in her pale breasts seemed more noticeable this morning; Debra looked and felt like shit. 


There was a low-cut shirt on the floor. She pulled it over her skin and made her way to the kitchen. She drank a glass of water and popped a couple Tylenols. 


More memories came:

She took a cab home with friends. Her friends came inside. They listened to house music, had a couple drinks of whatever was in the liquor cabinet, and hooked up with her dealer. (The dealer was a guy named Gary she nailed more times than she cared to remember.) They cranked a few lines of ketamine and Gary invited some friends over. 


And then…?

Debra turned the kettle on and stepped into the living room, expecting a sleeping body on the couch. The couch was empty but the coffee table was a different story. It was loaded with beer cans, wine glasses, tumblers, ashtrays, cigarette butts, remnants of powder and assorted rubbish that included everything from eyeliner pencils and lipstick, to an eight-inch ribbed dildo. 


“Huh.” She said, rubbing her eyes with her fingers. The aftermath of girls-night was always interesting.

The kettle screeched and Debra turned it off. She made tea, sat on the couch, and pushed her feet into the heart of the mess. With the push of a button she turned on the television. Her fingers tapped the controller. Tap; tap; tap. She lifted a pencil from the table, put it into her mouth and nibbled on the end. She flipped channels until she found Dr. Phil talking to a girl that had run away from home to become a prostitute. The girl was saying she loved getting attention and hated her parents. Dr. Phil was saying she needed to get her act together.

Debra could relate with the girl.

Tap; tap; tap. After twenty minutes, Debra finished her tea, turned off the TV and returned to bed. 


Two minutes later the phone rang. 


“Hello?”

“Hi Debra. This is Anne.”


 


 

23


 

After the explosion, James was on his hands and knees, disoriented. His white dress shirt hung from his body, black with dirt and ash. His tie sat low, resting in a pile of rubble. His hair was ashen with powder and his eyes were thick with dirt. The car was on fire and the heat was unquestionable, six hundred degrees and rising. Black smoke filled the air like smog over Los Angeles.

James endured a long bout of coughing and pulled himself to his knees. Sound had become a constant ring, like a chiming bell that wouldn’t fade. And there was something inside that sound, a noise of some type hidden beneath the ringing. 


He coughed again, tasting filth and blood. But what about that sound, he wondered. Was a phone ringing? Was it the fire? Was it a siren?

The fire was loud, but no, that wasn’t it. This sound cut through the fire. It was a high-pitched noise, different than everything else, an unrefined echo. It sounded like screaming.

No—

It was screaming. 


The family was burning.

James had been standing inside the hallway when the explosion occurred and the walls had protected him. But the family was standing at the doorway and now they were paying for it. Now they were ablaze. 


A dancing inferno of arms and legs could be seen: a head swaying, feet kicking, hands grabbing at nothing. It was the woman. She was alive and burning, burning and screaming.

And the boys, where were they? 


The youngest boy was lying face up on the floor. His legs were in flames and a huge chunk of metal impaled his chest. Along the side of his nose the gray matter from his brain oozed, producing a small mound near his upper lip. The other boy was missing entirely. James wondered if he had escaped but he knew it was unlikely. He was probably lying on the floor, buried in the rubble.

I need to get out of here, James reminded himself. The temperature was increasing and the flames were expanding. Plus the smoke was getting thicker, blacker. Deadlier.

He pulled himself to his feet. 


The burning woman fell against the wall, twitching and screeching. Her mouth opened and closed as she hit the floor. Fingers curled and legs contracted. Her dress opened, exposing the bubbling skin beneath the flames on her chest. 


James turned away. The image was madness but the grilled, barbequed stench was worse. It made him feel nauseous and revolted at the same time. There’s nothing I can do for the woman, he thought. And he was right. He was in no position to help, not while the blaze was eating the walls and broiling him alive. He was right about another thing too: he needed to get out of the house.

Avoiding the flames, James placed his hands on the shredded drywall, which was plagued with many holes. Some of the holes were big enough to crawl through. Others were like bullet holes.

I’m in a hallway, James thought. Follow the walls… find my way out. 


James stumbled away from the room. The smoke thinned and the heat dissipated. He staggered past a pile of rubble, a box filled with plastic toys, and a small table with a rotary phone on it. He walked past a family portrait, a messy stack of newspapers and a closet. He found a doorway that led to the kitchen and heard a child crying. 


That sounds like a baby, he thought. Someone is in here.

He dismissed the baby’s cry (But why? That’s not like me…) and kept moving.

On the other side of the room was a pile of shoes, a long rack of coats and jackets, and a doorway that led outside. 


“Safe at last,” James whispered. But he was wrong. Dead wrong. 


The day had just begun.
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As James made his way into the front yard a man in his late forties with grey hair and brilliant green eyes came running. The man ran gracelessly, like it had been awhile since he moved with any urgency. His feet dragged against the pavement. His arms flopped around like they were made of rubber. 


“Are you alright?” Green-eyes said. He put a hand on his chest and swallowed a huge breath; he was panting and wheezing.

James nodded.

Green-eyes continued battling for air. “That family,” he said. “The family with the five children, oh dear Lord, they’re not in there, are they? Are they? Please tell me they’re not inside the house!” 


James turned away; he thought about the baby. But he had nothing for this man––nothing to give, nothing to say. He considered running down the street.

“The children!” Green-eyes barked angrily. He knocked his heels against the ground and swallowed his gum. “Who do you think you are? Don’t you care about anything? Can’t you see that the house is––”

“I don’t know!” James interrupted rudely. “I don’t know what to tell you, mister. I’m sorry!”

“But… my God, son, what happened? This isn’t right! What were you thinking? What did you do, drive into the house at full speed? Were you alone? Are you high on drugs? Talk to me son, talk to me!”

James looked away from Green-eyes, having grown tired of his bickering and questioning. He lowered his head and noticed that his shoes, which had been purchased three days earlier, had smoke drifting from the toes. They looked almost comical: it was the amazing adventures of Smokey the Shoe and his sidekick Puff.

Still ignoring the man, James suffered another bout of coughing—six in a row. When he finished his throat felt raw and his eyes burned. He glanced into the heart of the fire. The car was blazing. It looked like someone had thrown a giant fireball through the front door of the house. 


Green-eyes moaned. He was completely distraught. 


Finally James said, “Go into the backyard. Go inside the house, break the windows if you must, but get inside. If anyone’s alive they’re ‘round back. The front of the house is finished. Trust me, there’s nothing you can do around front.”

Green-eyes had his feet glued to the ground. He didn’t understand the command. He didn’t understand that he was the one that needed to look inside the inferno. The lives of the children were resting on him now.

“But the fire…”

“Go!” James demanded. “Go now, dammit! Before it’s too late! Shit man… look for survivors, people are dying, children are dying. Get them out of there!” 


“But—”

“But nothing! I can’t do it! I’m wounded!” 


James coughed again. This time he faked it, demonstrating that he was in no condition to play hero.

Green-eyes rubbed a hand across his face and scurried around in a broken loop. “Oh damn!” he said, putting a finger against his temple. “Oh shit, mister! Oh shit! You really want me to go back there? Oh man! Do I hafta?” 


Reluctantly the man ran up the driveway and disappeared into the backyard. As he did this, the first of several fire trucks came down the street with sirens blaring. It wouldn’t be long until the police arrived.

James lowered his head and assembled his thoughts. 


This is a sticky moment, he thought. How do I explain this one?
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Shuffling her fat, pastel-white body across the road in an overly frayed nightdress, was a woman named Tina Comfrey. “What happened?” she asked. “A fire?” 


James nodded.

“That looks like a car in there. You the driver or somethin’?”

“Yeah.”

“Whatcha do?” 


James didn’t want to talk because––what could he say? There was a gremlin gnawing at my leg and I lost control of the car, sorry for the inconvenience? And if not that, what? What lie could he sell? His car was on fire, forty-five feet from where he was standing. 


“I don’t know what happened,” James mumbled. “Guess I lost control.”

“Should pay more attention,” Tina said with an ugly smirk. Then her attitude changed. “This is total bullshit, you know. Total bullshit. Drivers like you, I always say. You’re the reason my insurance bill is bad. Guys like you, driving around the town like maniacs. You shouldn’t have a license in the first place. If people like you weren’t allowed to drive it’d be one safe country. Mark my words. It would be safe. Fucking asshole drivers are making things tough for the working class, every fuckin’ time. You fuck-knucklers should be lined up and shot. You should have your eyes pulled from your head.” 


“You don’t understand.”

“Bullshit. You’re a crappy driver… probably the worst driver around. How many accidents have you been in? Be honest now, Sunshine… three? Four? You’re a fuck-knuckler and you shouldn’t have a license. The proof is in the puddin’, honey. The proof is right there, burning down my friggin’ neighborhood.” 


Tina pulled a tissue from her tattered handbag and foolishly, James thought it was for him. It wasn’t. Tina blew her nose, licked her lips sloppily, and eyeballed the excrement. Then she tucked the rag into the folds of her purse and waited for James to say something. When he kept quiet she called him a fuck-knuckler again and spat on the ground near his feet.

James forced another batch of coughs free and looked for Green-eyes. There was no sign of him.

The fire seemed bigger. 


And— 


The demon was coming. James couldn’t see it but he could feel it. Oh yes. The air had become as cold as winter.

It was time to get moving.
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James limped down the street holding a hand against his forehead. As he glanced over his shoulder Tina hollered: “Hey asshole, whatcha doin’? Where ya goin’?” 


She waddled after him. Her huge naked feet slapped the pavement and her nightgown flapped in the wind, but she couldn’t bridge the ever-increasing gap that James was creating so she spun her husk in a circle, yelling, “That’s the driver! Stop ‘em! Somebody stop ‘em!”

Tina had become judge, jury, and would soon be executioner if possible. James considered telling her to shut-up but it was too late, way too late. Several people were already upset, and soon they would gather in greater numbers––men, women, and children––pointing and shouting, alive with judgment and accusations. 


With nothing to be gained by sticking around and arguing, James kept moving. He felt like a character from the twilight zone––the businessman singled out as a fresh meal, the housewife unlucky enough to win the lottery. It wasn’t a great feeling.

Tina raised her hand in testimony, and with her index finger angled outwards she pointed straight at James. “He’s responsible!” she yelled. “I know it! That’s the guy! That fuck-knuckler is responsible for everything! He’s no good! Somebody should stop him before he gets away!”

James stopped moving and looked back, but only for a second. He eyed Tina. He eyed the fire. He eyed the crowd. The unruly mob seemed to be growing. There were twelve of them now, a perfect dozen. Plus another twenty were on their way. They looked like protesters, angry and upset with the situation. And they were protesters, although most of them had not yet realized it. 


A lanky black man was dialing a number on his cell phone and two teenagers were looking at the fire, then at Tina, then at James. They seemed ready to fight. A woman had her arms crossed. A fat man with lots of tattoos rubbed his giant knuckles into an open fist. A boy wearing a t-shirt that said: WHAT ARE YOU LOOKING AT? THE JOKE’S IN YOUR PANTS, held a long, sharp stick. A dog barked and leapt from person to person. It was the same dog James had almost run down. In the area behind the crowd a fire engine parked in front of the house. Firemen were unraveling hoses and scrambling about like troops. 


And Tina stood in the heart of it all, yelling and pointing and steering the mob with her poisonous tongue.

James was beaten. He limped on, but where was he going? 


I’m running away from here, he thought. Away from Tecumseh Street, the fire, and the swarm of people that want to see a good man hang. 


But am I really a good man?

Up ahead, two police cars raced towards the scene. 


James crossed the boulevard in front of them and limped over a well-kept lawn. He moved up a driveway, zipping past a tall wooden gate, which separated the backyard from the driveway. He shut the gate loudly. With his hands on his knees he breathed deeply, stealing a moment. The August sun was baking him alive.

After James calmed himself he sized up the backyard. The yard was big and pleasant. A swimming pool sat between two rows of Easter Red Cedar trees, which were thirty-five feet high. Each row of thick evergreens was likely hiding a fence. 


It would be tough to escape through those, James figured. Impossible even. 


On the other side of the swimming pool long healthy grass was a day away from needing a cut. The grass was infiltrated with several gardens, flowerbeds, fountains, benches, and statues. The statues appeared to be Italian in design. At the very back of the property line, which was a considerable distance away, a mid-sized fence divided the posh yard from a schoolyard. James understood why the fence was exposed. It allowed a nice view and made things less claustrophobic. 


With school being out for another few weeks the schoolyard was quiet. Only a few scattered people could be seen. Three twelve-year-old girls were grouped together: two blondes and a redhead. A rubber skipping rope dangled from the redhead’s hand; the blondes were bickering about make-up. Behind the trio, a small boy raced in circles on his bicycle. He sang tunelessly and couldn’t have been more than five. There was an old man with a grey hat, which was pushed to the very back of his egg-shaped head. He sat on a bench reading the paper. His glasses hung off his large, age-freckled nose almost magically. 


And that was it. 


Okay, James thought. The schoolyard it is.
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A man with dark hair and a strong upper body opened a sliding door at the back of the house. He held a margarita in a fancy glass and wore nothing more than a red-and-white striped bathing suit, if you didn’t take into account the cherry patterned towel that was draped over his left shoulder. When he stepped onto the patio and noticed that he wasn’t alone, his eyes sprung open. A healthy blend of irritation and embarrassment washed his face clean. 


“May I help you?” the man said, pulling his baby finger away from his tumbler in a feminine manner.

“I’m sorry.” James replied. “But this thing is chasing me.”

“Pfft. Of course it is.” The unimpressed man rolled his eyes. It was clear that he didn’t believe a word James was saying.

Then suddenly––as if scripted––cold air flooded the yard. Margarita-man staggered and his eyes watered. His mouth popped open and his towel fell from his shoulder. He screamed––not in pain, but in shock. The cocktail slipped from his fingers and the glass fell. It shattered on the stone patio. Liquid sprayed, a slice of lime rolled, a straw went flying and ice-cubes bounced in the air. 


The man—Stan was his name—stumbled against the side of the house and slid to the ground. His back scraped against the unforgiving brick, grinding a handful of skin free in a loosely curled ball. He toppled onto his side and reached for his legs. Then the skin around his knee wiggled and stretched. Blood sprayed into the air. As his meat was being ripped from his body and hurled across the deck, pain engulfed him. 


The demon began crushing his throat. 


Stan’s eyes bulged and his feet kicked. He said something but the words were hard to make out. It sounded like ‘save me,’ or perhaps ‘kill me.’ 


James covered his gasp with a hand. He didn’t want more bloodshed. He wanted everything to stop, but what could he do? What would he do? A man was dying here, and he couldn’t let that happen. Not after losing Joseph, and Penny, and Johnny, and the woman in the house, and her two children (or was it three?), and Sue, and the man he had run over with the car.

Oh God—

Did I run someone over?

Once he counted the probable death-toll terror seized him. 


How much time had passed since Johnny pulled the trigger? Fifteen minutes? Twenty? Jesus bum-fuck, thirty-five minutes ago James was ordering a pizza. How had things gotten so bad, so fast? 


Everything was wrong today. Humanity, life, and the nature of things had all changed in the blink of an eye. What breed of world was this? Was anything possible? Was anything safe?

James staggered, much like Stan had. He had no beliefs now, none he would truly stand behind and defend enthusiastically. 


Logic and reason had fallen. 
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“Anne?”

“Yes. It’s me.” Anne felt like a phony talking to Debra with a pleasant tone; she hated this girl. Her son deserved so much better, if only he could see it. But like most men, James was easily swayed by the charms of a smiling whore. And Anne didn’t want to fight with this whore. Not again. She didn’t want to spark up new problems or fuel the old ones. She didn’t have the energy. She didn’t have the need.

“Do you know where James is?” she said flatly. “Is he with you?”

 “No.”

“Have you talked with him today?”

“No, why… is everything alright? Did something happen?”

Anne hesitated. A mother knows the difference between a rose and a thorn and Debra was no rose. She was probably lying. James was probably standing right beside her with his thumb up his ass, oblivious. “If he’s there put him on the phone, Deb. This is important.”

“He’s not here. Why? What happened, Anne? Is James hurt?”

With a deep breath, Anne began speaking. “There was an accident,” she said, but then she stopped herself. She didn’t want to cough up any details. Debra had a way of turning information into weaponry. Her tongue was a sword. Her thoughts were a verdict. “You haven’t talked to James at all?”

“No. I’m just waking up.”

“Oh.”

“Anne, are you telling me that James was in an accident? Is that what you’re saying? If it is, I’d like to know. I’d like to know if he’s okay.”

Anne tuned Debra’s words out. She watched Mathew’s shallow breathing. The boy looked more research exploration than child, being held by tubes, cords, bandages, and machines. He looked like something from Modern Science Magazine: the boy that should not be.

“Oh, I don’t know Deb. I’m at the hospital now, and I’m busy. I don’t have time for details.”

“The hospital!”

“Yes.” Anne rubbed a hand across her face and discovered that she was crying. She said, “Tell James to call.” 


“But I haven’t seen him!”

“I’m sure you will,” Anne said. She hung up the phone and closed her eyes, whispering, “You always do.” 
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The demon showed itself. It was a foot-and-a-half tall; it had dark ears and long strangely twisted teeth. Its huge black eyes took one-third of its skull. Its thin fingers had too many knuckles; they looked like broken sticks capable of moving swiftly. Turning its head, the demon’s eyes widened. Its mouth opened. Then it snapped its mouth shut and disappeared. 


Stan—the man that wanted nothing more then a quick dip in the pool and an afternoon cocktail—screamed again. Something like a gulp was heard and Stan’s larynx––along with half his thyroid gland––was pulled across the patio. His eyes rolled back and locked into place. His arms and legs trembled. His hands opened for the last time.

As far as James could tell, the death toll had just reached nine. Or ten.

James ran past the pool, the Easter Red Cedar trees, the flowerbeds, and the fountains. He ran to the back of the yard where the fence stood tall. He threw himself upon it and the metal cage shook back and forth; it accidentally clipped his face. His fingers found openings in the fence and he pushed upwards. His shoes didn’t quite fit the holes but it didn’t seem to matter. His tongue skimmed across his teeth; he could almost taste the iron-copper flavor of Stan’s throat on his lips. 


Or maybe it was the fence. His mouth was bleeding again.

James looked over his shoulder; there was nothing new to see. Nothing—but then Stan’s wife Emily appeared at the door. She had an oversized t-shirt from Disneyland covering the top half of her green bathing suit. She wore lime colored flip-flops beneath her well-manicured feet. She looked at her husband, the corpse. His blood had grown into a thick puddle. Her eyes expanded, her face turned pale and her shoulders slumped. A lock of hair fell across her pretty face. As she stepped through the doorway she saw James crawling over her fence. 


James wanted to explain. He wasn’t a killer. He wasn’t a sick, murderous fiend. It wasn’t his fault. He would never kill anyone—ever. Honest.

Emily started to cry.

James crawled to the top of the fence. Cold, hard, barbs ripped his clothes and skewered his skin. Little dots of blood began forming on his shirt. He didn’t care about the pain. He cared about escaping. 


He tossed himself over the wire and landed hard. His knees gave and his legs crashed into his chest, knocking the wind out of his lungs. His arms spun in circles and he landed flat on his ass. Then he was standing. And limping. He limped across the yard, past the trees, the sandbox, and the swings. He limped towards the school and noticed that the gymnasium doors were wide open. He wondered why, but didn’t really care. Maybe they were airing the place out. Maybe they were moving new lockers inside, or getting rid of the old ones. 


But if that was the case, why was the parking lot loaded with cars? 


Without much thought he ran inside the school and found himself standing in the middle of a woman’s basketball game. 


A whistle blew. From the stands, three hundred and eleven pairs of confused eyes turned towards him. A strange, uncomfortable silence came. Then the people started yelling. The competitors began complaining. The referee blew the whistle twice more and approached James with quick steps and a sour frown. When he spoke, James didn’t hear the colorful words, only the angry roar of the audience. 


James raised his hands in defense and opened his mouth. But again––what could he say? How could he possibly explain? 


“Whadaya think your doin’, huh?” A ballplayer said with a huff, looking down at James from six two.

“I’m sorry.” James replied.

“Then get off the square!”

James began walking, thinking that the girl was perfect for Springer. She was sixteen, big, and likely dumb as a stump. 


“Okay,” he said. “I’m going.” 


Fans began booing and people threw things—nothing big, just cups and stuff. It’s the thought that counts. 


Before long he was across the gym. He passed through double doors and made his way down a hall. He could see another hall and decided to turn left. But then came the shrieks and the screams. 


He stopped cold and turned around. 


The gymnasium doors blasted open and people poured into the hallway. Before long the hallway was loaded with spectators and ballplayers alike. Some people pushed in one direction, some in another. A woman tripped and was quickly trampled. Another got shoved into a water fountain. 


Smart people hustled outside; others didn’t. Some wanted to see what was happening. These were the gawkers, the rubber-neckers; the idiots that created traffic jams every time someone had a flat. These were the local halfwits that could host a mob mentality in the blink of an eye. These were the people that watched seven hours of television a night and had a mouthful to say about everything; it was only a matter of time before they demanded answers. 


What then? James wondered. Will they blame me for the horrors inside the gym? 


The answer, of course, was yes. They’d blame him for everything they could. And if the mob had its way, he’d go home in a body bag.

A pair of teenage eyes caught his.

James had been recognized. 
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A girl with short pigtails ran past. James followed her into a crowd of hostile men, frantic ladies, and crying children. He made his way outside and discovered car doors opening, engines starting, people driving. 


James ran into the parking lot. 


A young woman jumped into a car and slammed the door. She drove over a curb and onto the street. Other cars followed. A Chevy truck sped past a group of distraught people and became locked together with a Sunbird in a congested huddle near the exit. A small accident occurred at the nearest intersection. Angry drivers jumped from their cars and shouted obscenities; the street became instantly impassable.

A few feet from the intersection two men began shoving. One punched the other. The other punched back. They began fighting. Another joined the battle before two brawlers––cloaked in the shroud of peacekeeping––stepped in, making matters worse. 


A street-war was quickly brewing. 


Then came screaming––not shouting, but screaming––and people turned their heads. Mouths opened and eyes widened. A scattered few began crying. Some began praying.

A boy that was lying on his back battled something nobody could see. He was sixteen, maybe seventeen. His arms were swinging and his feet were kicking. He had blood on his face and terror washing across his features like water. One of his arms suddenly locked in place, high above his head. His face turned pale and for a moment things seemed surreal.

Then his arm snapped, loudly.

People gasped. 


And suddenly the crowd was moving away from the boy like a frightened flock geese, with arms flapping and their heads held low. No one wanted to lend a hand; very few considered the notion an option. 


James heard his cell phone ringing; he ignored it. 


Then a man with a tattoo on his neck shook James with a strong hand. “You can come with me if you want,” he said. 


James nodded. “Sounds good.”

The man sat down behind the wheel of a classic 1978, two-door Mustang. Without hesitation James tossed himself into the passengers seat and they were off. 


The man cranked the wheel and his arms flexed. The muscles on his tattooed neck bulged and the car spun ninety degrees. The car bounced over a curb; he drove through a soccer field. Tires shredded the lawn. 


“My name is Nash,” the driver said. He looked like a wrestler.

“I’m James.”

“What happened back there, man?” Nash said. “What the fuck is going on? I saw that woman getting killed in the gym… you saw that, right? Oh man, that was so fucked up. I think her head twisted in a circle. Did you see that? How is that possible?”

James coughed and looked the man in the eye. Then he looked down. “I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “Just keep driving. Don’t stop.” 


They drove in silence for five seconds before Nash slammed on the brake. The lawn beneath the two back wheels tore apart.

“What are you doing?” James asked.

“You’re that guy!”

“What guy?”

“The guy that ran into the gym! You’re the one that made this happen!”

“No I’m not!”

“Yes you are! Look at you! You’re him! This is YOUR fault!”

“No!”

“YOU’RE HIM!”

“No!”

“Yes!”

“Let me explain!”

“Fuck that,” Nash shouted, pushing James with his large hand. “Get the hell out! Get out of my car, man! I don’t want you in here!”

“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“Get out!”

“Wait a minute,” James said. He could hear his phone ringing again.

“No! Either you get out of my car or I’ll drag you out by the scruff of your neck.”

“Just listen to—”

“NOW!”

“I’M NOT GETTING OUT OF THIS FUCKING CAR!” 


Just as James screamed the window on the driver’s side exploded. Glass flew like tiny diamonds. 


Nash shielded his face and said, “What the fuck?” 


The car leapt a half-foot and stalled. Then the invisible demon grabbed Nash by the hair and pulled him through the broken window.

The shattered glass treated him poorly. 
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Anne called James one last time. There was no answer. 


Calling him was pointless. He was probably sleeping or watching TV. Or maybe he turned his phone off because he needed time to think. Or maybe he was with the whore. She had no way of knowing and it didn’t really matter.

She looked at Mathew, lying quietly on the bed. Did he really mumble the words, ‘Run James?’

Yes, Anne decided. He did.

But did the words mean anything? 


After a long while Anne decided no, of course not. The words didn’t mean a thing. The boy was dreaming. That’s all. He was probably having a terrible nightmare, the poor kid. Mumbling ‘Run James’ didn’t mean anything. 


Anne whispered, “James is okay.” 


And for the next while, she forced herself to believe it.
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James ran across the schoolyard, leaving the man and his Mustang behind. The girls with the skipping rope watched him run. Heading straight for them, he wondered about the boy on the bicycle and the old man with the grey hat. Where had they gone? Were they at the school now? Is pandemonium a magnet for the flesh?

The redheaded shouted, “What’s happening?” 


James dismissed the redhead, and her friends, and he ran past them. Then he realized that these girls would be the next people to die and he didn’t want to have that hanging over his head. He had enough hanging there already.

James stopped running and turned around. 


The girls stood together, watching the tattooed man being dragged—kicking and screaming—through the car’s broken window. James wondered how the little creature managed to break the window and pull a grown man through it. But this question––like many others––would have to wait. Now wasn’t the time for philosophy; it was time for action.

James screamed at the girls, “Get out of here, now!” 


The redhead’s mouth dropped open, and the taller of the two blondes began running towards the school. It seemed that running was exactly what she wanted to do. Her strides were long and powerful. She ran as fast as her little legs would manage, faster than James ever could. The other two girls hesitated for a moment before following. 


“Thank God,” James whispered, watching them move. And when he heard his cell phone ringing again, he decided to answer it.
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“Hello?”

“Hey lover,” Debra said, faking a sexy voice. “It’s me.” 


“Shit babe,” James said. “I can’t talk now.”

Debra’s manner hardened abruptly. “Why? What’s the matter? Are you at the hospital? Are you hurt? You’re mother said you were in trouble. What’s going on?”

James began limping through the schoolyard. He couldn’t run; he wasn’t even sure how he did it before. Adrenaline, he guessed. But his legs felt like they had been through a meat grinder, which was getting hard to ignore. 


Needing an escape route, he explored his options: he could jump the fence again and return to Tecumseh Street, but he didn’t want to be near the fire. He also didn’t want to go near the school. That could only bring more bloodshed. So what was left?

James looked around. The girls were gone now and the tattooed man had stopped fighting. The little monster is following me again, he thought. “Shit.”

“What? What is it?” 


“Debra, listen. I love you lots but I can’t talk right now. I’ve got to get going.”

“Where?”

“I can’t explain. I’ve got to go.”

“Come on, James… tell me what’s happening.”

He walked faster. His eyes shifted left and right. Blood ran down his face and leg. “I don’t have time for this, okay? Give me a break, will ya?”

“Just tell me.”

James huffed. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Fuckin’ hell. I love you, okay? I love you lots. But I can’t talk on this fucking phone right now!”

Debra was infuriated. “Sure. Whatever. Don’t tell me. See if I care, ‘cause I don’t. I don’t care. I don’t care about us at all. I don’t even know why I bother having a relationship with you. Frankly, it’s not worth it.”

James hated it when Debra got her bitch on. It made him frustrated and annoyed. He said, “I don’t know what to say, Debra. People are being killed here; you get it? I love you but I can’t talk right now so please stop being a pain in the fucking ass.”

James killed the connection and slid the phone into his pocket, grinding his teeth as he did it. On top of everything else he was bitter now. He was bitter and aggravated by his domestic dispute. Sometimes that chick made him crazy.

He limped past a row of freshly cut shrubbery and over a small bridge. He followed a shaded path that led onto a street: Baldwin Street. 


As his shoes touched the sidewalk a police car race by him. He stopped walking; there was a decision to be made: If he walked straight he would move towards Johnny’s house. If he turned right he would be heading towards home. If he turned left he’d move towards Debra’s condo, the hospital, and the police station.

But did he want the police involved? 


Getting help seemed right, but being held for questioning seemed wrong. And he’d have lots of explaining to do. What would happen then, he wondered––when the demon arrived at the police station?

“I’ll die,” he whispered. “And so will a lot of other people.”

With a sigh, James turned right.

He decided to go home.
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He managed to jog a half block on his wounded legs before spotting a bicycle that was leaning against someone’s front porch. It was a woman’s bike with a purple basket on the front, which looked completely idiotic in his book, but the bike was just his size. He approached it optimistically before his heart sank like a stone. 


The bicycle’s frame was locked to a railing that was attached to the house. 


Frustrated, James blew a breath of air and kicked the tire, knowing he couldn’t steal the bike. Then he noticed a second bicycle lying on someone’s lawn. With a great deal of haste James made his way towards it. Sure enough, the bike was unlocked. He grabbed the frame in his hands and lifted it to its wheels. The bicycle was a five speed. His threw his leg over the seat and dropped his foot on the pedal. With a push he was off, speeding down the road. 


Theft was easy––nobody even noticed.

He hoped.

As James made his way home he could hear the sirens blaring. He wondered which disaster he was listening to. Perhaps it was a combination of both: the Tecumseh Street house-fire and the Dolan Street High School evacuation crisis. He found himself wondering how many police officers, ambulance drivers, and firemen had their hands full. 


All of them, he supposed… every last one of them. 


Martinsville was not a big town. 



 


 

35


 

A swarm of police cars surrounded his house.

Oh my God, James thought. They’ve come for me… but how? Why?

It was obvious. His car was imbedded in someone’s house, and the car had a license plate, and the license plate defined the owner, and the owner was… 


“Shit!” 


James squeezed the hand brakes and spun the bike around. Going home was not an option, at least not yet. So where could he go? 


His first thought was Debra’s condo. That’s where he had spent most nights anyhow, but… no. He didn’t want to go there. Actually he did want to go there but that was beside the point. 


He peddled a little slower.

Where am I going?

In front of him was Cortez Street. He turned onto it peddled hard as he could. The bike wobbled from side to side as it gained speed. Driveways, lawns, houses, and trees zipped by. Leaning back, he let the bicycle coast. He could hear the hum of the tires rolling over the pavement.

Where am I going, he wondered again. What do I need? What do I want? 


One thing James needed was a restroom. The pressure inside him was mounting. But what else did he need, a weapon? 


Johnny’s gun? 


The idea of retrieving Johnny’s gun was intriguing. But returning to Johnny’s house didn’t seem like much fun. But, he thought, if I kill the demon everything could return to normal. James shook his head. Normal. Yeah right. Nothing would be normal after this. He peddled again; he coasted again. When everything was said and done James had some explaining to do. He had police to deal with and apologies to make. Not that saying ‘I’m sorry’ was an appropriate solution for causing a string of deaths. It wasn’t. But still, what alternatives were there?

He rode another block and came to his conclusion: he would return to Johnny’s house. Getting the gun was a good idea, he decided. Defending himself was a good idea. Having a destination was a good idea. 


A plan had been set. He turned left on the next street.
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There was a police cruiser and James failed to look at it. Had he looked, chances were, he would have panicked. His nerves were wound tighter then a drum core snare and the odds of him doing something incriminating were greater than he would like to admit. Luckily for James, he steered the bike to the side of the road and let the cruiser pass by. When it did the sirens didn’t spring to life. They stayed quiet. A moment later the car turned a corner and was gone. 


I dodged a bullet, James thought. And he was right. 


His description had been sent over the wire fifteen minutes earlier: James McGee. White male, 30’s, 5’ 10”, medium built, short brown hair, white dress shirt, black dress pants, black dress shoes, black tie, last seen fleeing 216 Tecumseh Street on foot, which is located at the corner of Tecumseh Street and Spalding. Suspect may/or may not be covered in dirt and ash, and may/or may not be showing signs of injury. It is not believed that the subject is armed, but he is considered dangerous. Approach with caution. 


The description was meticulous. And yes, he had dodged a bullet. Had the two officers in the police cruiser not been bickering as they passed by, odds were, they would have noticed him. And arrested him.

James stood up on the bicycle and he pressed his weight against the pedals. The ground soared beneath him. The wind pushed against his face and chest. He zipped around a corner, pushing hard as he leaned over the handlebars. A bug hit his knuckles as he went over the roll on a hill; he felt his stomach lift into his chest. He had always liked that feeling; it reminded him of being on a rollercoaster. He kept peddling and his legs burned. He rolled over a sewer; the handlebars rattled and his feet threatened to slip from the pedals. He moved past a STOP sign that someone had vandalized. Now it said: STOP - EATING MEAT. Sitting on the curb not ten feet from the sign, three boys––all of them between five and seven years old––were wasting the day away. The boys stopped talking and watched James go. He offered them a fake smile. In return a boy with spiky hair tossed a rock at him and sneered. 


James turned corners twice more and peddled for three minutes. Then he found himself on Tecumseh Street looking at police cars, an ambulance, and what he figured to be a car belonging to the coroner. 


James stopped cold.

It was Johnny’s house. The authorities had the place enclosed, but why?

Suddenly, James remembered the gunshot. Somebody must have heard the gun go off and called the police. Or maybe it was the pizza. He ordered pizza and gave the operator his name and address. Did he leave Johnny’s door open? Did the pizza guy step inside? 


Did reasons even matter? 


James was the prime suspect in a string of deaths; nothing else was relevant. Maybe it was time to come clean.

James put a hand over his face and rode away from the scene. He turned a corner and disappeared from view. Then he felt his muscles tighten. The stress was getting to him. 


No, he thought. Coming clean is a bad idea. The demon––

James slowed down and looked over his shoulder. The demon was gone. 


Holy shit, he thought. I did it! 


With animated eyes James pedaled hard. For the first time all day he was smiling; he felt like he was in charge again. The sensation sparked an idea designed to put him in an offensive position. It wasn’t a good idea. In fact, the idea was absolutely terrible. 


He was going to Suzy’s house to get the shotgun.


 

* * * 



 

And in the hospital room Mathew whispered, “No.” 


But nobody heard a thing.
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James knocked two times, waited a few seconds and was about to knock again when he sensed déjà vu. He felt like he had done this before, and he had… at Johnny’s house. But this time things were different. For one, James didn’t look fresh; he looked haggard and beaten, like he had strolled through a war zone on the way over. And James didn’t feel the way he had this morning, numb. He felt energized, almost exhilarated. 


As he waited, he noticed that Sue’s lawn needed to be cut and her shrubs needed to be groomed. He wondered if the backyard was loaded with junk. It probably was. Instead of knocking a third time James opened the door and stepped inside. 


“Hello?”

The house seemed to be deserted; he could hear flies buzzing and smell rotting meat. As he walked through the door he eyed the floor and the walls the same way Johnny had earlier. But there was nothing here this time, he hoped. And the house wasn’t cold; the August sun had turned the place into an oven.

He walked through a near-empty living room and entered the kitchen. He found the refrigerator door wide open. On the counter he could see unwashed dishes piled next to a basket of bananas, which had melted into rot and decay. On the floor several bags of garbage had been stacked into a heap. A dead cat lay facing the corner. Dishes on the dinner table sat together with a stack of unopened mail. Flies crawled on top of everything. 


He closed the refrigerator door, which was a big mistake. The flies became airborne and circled the room annoyingly. There must have been a thousand of them.

James walked down a hall and entered a bedroom. The room was completely empty. 


Then he entered a bathroom and relieved himself. After washing his hands and face he checked another bedroom. The room had wall-to-wall furniture, reminiscent of Johnny’s backyard. He wondered why, and then it came to him: Johnny didn’t want to give the creature a place to hide. And either did Sue. 


Shaking his head, James entered another bedroom. 


He found Sue dead, as he knew she would be. The bullet had entered the temple on her right side and circled endlessly, never finding its way out. He wondered how it felt to have a bullet doing donuts inside your head as blood squirted into the air; he wondered how long she managed to keep on living. 


James rubbed his eyes. Of course, Sue’s handgun was missing; Johnny had taken it. And the shotgun was nowhere in sight.

But James knew where to look; he had known all along.

It was time to check the basement. 
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James slid a hand along a dirty wall and found a light switch. After a single bulb came to life he walked down an old wooden staircase, eying the ridged shadows that cut the rooms into sections. Even with the light on the basement was dark. It was also damp and gloomy. The walls were an off yellow color. The ceiling was oppressively low, home to a long metal heating duct that weaved its way through the center of the room. As James followed the duct his stomach began to turn. The basement smelled like a nasty synthetic grade of cheese that had gone bad. 


At the far side of the room was a door. 


James approached it covering his mouth. 


He clicked another switch and the glow of sixty-watts blanketed the room. He saw a workbench and some tools, a desk and a bookshelf, a small beer fridge and something that ran shivers up his spine. He stood very still, looking at three bodies lying next to each other on the floor. Each body was covered with a dirty a white sheet. 


James couldn’t pull his eyes away. The sheets were game-show mystery boxes, the answers to all his questions. 


He lifted the first sheet and found Sue’s sixty-year-old father. 


The man had not been shot, but attacked. Half his face was missing. His skin color had changed from a warm coffee tan to a hard moldy black. His single eye was swollen and closed. His lips had been torn off. His mouth resembled a large wormhole of broken teeth, tattered gums, and a thick web that housed a sack of spiders.

James imagined the body sitting up and grinning as tiny white arachnids scurried from inside his throat. He imagined the corpse gurgling, “It’s not over. It’ll never be over. Not for you James, not for you.” 


Feeling a moment of dizziness, James put the sheet over the corpse and placed a hand on a wall. A heavy spider scurried across his fingers. 


He noticed a packet of shotgun shells sitting next to a pile of books. There were books on Voodoo (and Vodoun), books on Bokor, two on Haiti witchcraft, one on Nkisi and several loose articles printed in a language he didn’t recognize. He also spotted several seashells and cornhusks, an animal horn and a large hoof, which was turned upside down and stuffed with black soil. 


James turned away. His eyes narrowed slightly.

The spider was crawling up his arm now; James knocked it to the floor. 


He looked at the bodies again and felt disgusted. He imagined the swollen eyes of the dead opening. He imagined the bodies standing one at a time, like something from a vampire movie, with arms reaching and faces white. 


But the faces under those sheets aren’t white, James reminded himself. They’re black and moldy. They’re covered with bugs. 


A mouse scurried from one corner to another.

He followed the mouse with his eyes and noticed Suzy’s shotgun sitting on top of a wooden box, just beyond the bodies. The box itself was large: two feet by three feet. He didn’t notice it originally; the white sheets had overshadowed everything. 


On the side of the box eccentric letters formed archaic words. They seemed antediluvian, like a bastardized version of Egyptian script. Below the mysterious markings in small faded letters were four words written in English: CONGO, BASIN, MINKISI and BAKISI. The words had been burned into the wood with an unskilled hand. He didn’t know what the words meant, but Congo—that was a river, wasn’t it? 


He reached across the desk, picked up a pencil and wrote Congo, Basin, Minkisi and Bakisi on the back of an envelope. Then he stuffed the paper into his pocket, grabbed the shotgun and the shells and made for the exit. 
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James stood near the front door. He leaned the shotgun against a wall, placed the shells on the floor, pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed Debra’s number. 


The phone rang once. 


“Hello?”

“Debra, it’s me.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t be mad.”

“Why not? You called me a bitch, you remember that, don’t you?”

“No. As a matter of fact, I don’t.”

“Well you did.”

James shrugged. “Debra, listen to me. This is important, ‘kay? My brother is dead and Penny is dead. Johnny’s dead. And Sue’s dead too… in fact, her entire family is dead.”

“What?”

“Honest. I’m not kidding. I’d never make jokes like this. I couldn’t talk earlier ‘cause everything was going crazy.”

“Joseph and Penny are dead? How?”

“Car accident.”

“And Johnny?”

“He shot himself.”

“Oh my God, why?”

“I don’t know. Actually I do know, but I can’t explain it now.”

“Why not?”

“I just can’t, it’s a huge story that I don’t really understand. I’ll tell you everything I know later.”

“Well… where the hell are you? Can you tell me that much?”

“I’m at Sue’s house. I might stay here a while.”

“Which Sue are you talking about? You don’t mean—?”

“Suzy, the cute black chick. The one that throws those parties… you know who I’m talking about, right? We were at her place for––”

“The Christmas party! She has that little Siamese cat.”

James nodded thinking, not anymore she doesn’t. She has a Siamese cat corpse. “Yeah. That’s her.”

“Oh shit. She’s dead?”

“Yeah.”

“What happened? Did Sue kill herself too?”

“I think so.” 


Debra expelled a large mouthful of air. She was speechless. A moment ago she wanted to yell at James but now her thoughts were spinning. She still felt angry but she couldn’t yell. Not now. She wanted more information.

“Oh man,” she said. “This is bad.”

James opened his mouth but said nothing. He wanted to explain it all: the car, the fire, the incident at the school, the disturbing things he had seen in the basement, the things he had done and the reason he was standing in Suzy house. But as soon as he tried to put his day into words he broke down. Suddenly his chest was heaving and his bottom lip was trembling. His fingers strangled the phone, turning white around the knuckles. 


“Oh my God, I don’t know what happened,” he said. Then he cried for a few seconds, and in-between breaths he spat out, “My brother is dead and I don’t know what to do!” After that, tears ran down his face and dropped to the floor like rain. 


Thirty odd seconds passed before Debra said, “Shit baby, you’re scaring me. Are you okay?” Her voice was calm and soothing.

“No, I’m not okay! Everything is so fucked up!”

“Have you called the police? They can figure this stuff out for you. If people are dead it’s a police matter.”

“I can’t call them.”

“Why?”

“They’ll think that I did it!”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“No it’s not!” James barked. Then he slammed an open hand against the wall. A photograph of Sue’s grandparents rattled, threatening to fall. 


Debra let him have his moment. When he was finished, she said, “Why would the police think you’re involved?” There was an uncomfortable silence followed by a moment of uncertainty. “Are you involved, James? Why are you at Sue’s house?”

“Something’s chasing me.” 


“What’s chasing you? You’re not making any sense.”

“I don’t know what it is… no… wait!” James wiped the tears from his eyes; he reached into his pocket and retrieved the paper that he had scribbled on. “I need you to check something for me.”

“James, listen to me. I’ve got to ask you something.”

“What?”

“Did you do something wrong? Tell me the truth now, okay? I want to help you but I need to know what the situation is.”

“No. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Honest?”

“Yes.”

There was a pause in the conversation. “Okay then,” she said. “I’m calling the police. Sorry James, but it’s for the best.”
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“No!” James barked.

“Why not?”

“Because the police will think I’m responsible! And…” 


“And?”

The words got caught in his throat. He wondered if he should tell her. He wondered if he should explain.

“Who cares what the police think?” Debra said. “You didn’t do anything wrong, remember? Just tell them what happened and sooner or later they’ll believe you.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Then explain, what don’t I understand? What are you not telling me?”

James couldn’t go on. He wanted to scream. He wanted to punch someone. He wanted to kill himself. “Fuck Debra!” He screamed abruptly. “Don’t call the police! I mean it!”

“You don’t have to yell.”

“But you’re not listening to me!”

“Well come to my place so we can talk about it, alright?” Her words were soft like butter, like she cared a great deal.

James shook his head and hung it low. “Oh God, I don’t know. You have no idea what you’re asking me.”

“I’m asking you to come to my place. Is that so bad?”

“I don’t know…”

“What do you mean, you don’t know? If you don’t come over, sooner or later I’m calling the police. You know that, right? I’ll have no choice.”

“Debra, don’t.”

“What else can I do?”

“If you call the cops we’re finished.”

“Yeah right,” Debra said, completely unthreatened.

“I mean it.” 


She wondered if he did. He probably was being truthful, but that didn’t mean anything. She could always bring him around again. All she had to do was caress him physically and give him the affection he rarely received. He would come around, he always did. James was an easy instrument to play. And when it came to playing men, Debra had developed her fair share of skills. 


“Come to my place and talk to me,” she said. “I’ll make lunch for the two of us. We can cuddle up on the couch and have a drink and find our way through this together, okay? Don’t force me to do something we’ll both regret, James. I want to help; you know that, don’t you? Please let me help you.”

“Stay away from the bloody phone, is that so fucking hard?”

“You told me that people are dying. This is a police matter. You know it and I know it.”

“Okay,” James huffed. “Fine. I’ll come over. But don’t get mad when something bad happens.” 


“‘Something bad’ is not going to happen.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Are you coming over?”

“I don’t know.”

“Are you coming, yes or no?”

James expelled a deep, displeased breath. “Okay, I’ll come.”

“That’s all that matters.”

“Alright, whatever. Whatever you want. We’ll do it your way… we always do it your way.”

“That’s not true,” Debra said, knowing that it was true. They always did things her way. She often wondered why he allowed it. “Don’t say that.”

James felt conquered. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just stressed out and I’ve had a bad day, a very bad day. God. I can’t even believe this is happening, and I need a favor. I need you to do something for me.”

“Okay baby. Whatever you want.”

“Is your internet working?”

Debra raised an eyebrow. She wondered if someone had posted some photos of girls-night online. She wondered what photographs had been taken. Did James see something incriminating? Did someone write a party review on a message board? Did someone tell him something? She hoped not. Sooner or later he’d find out the truth about her, sure. It was inevitable. It’s hard to keep people fooled forever; it’s a full time job, really. But she didn’t want the relationship over. Not yet. Not today. She didn’t want the relationship over until she had another man lined up. And she hadn’t soured James completely. He was still good for a while; he could still buy her things and take her places. Plus her condo needed to be painted and her bathroom could use a renovation. She wasn’t finished with him yet.

Cautiously, Debra said, “I think my internet’s working. Why?”

“I need you to check something.”

“Oh, okay. What is it?”

James unfolded the paper that was in his hand. He said, “Congo Basin Minkisi Bakisi.”
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James rode his bicycle with a loaded shotgun and a box of shells sitting across his lap. It was an awkward journey, but in time he learned to pedal comfortably and balance his belongings like an acrobat. He didn’t rush. He didn’t feel the need. Keeping aware, that was the important thing now. Seeing things clearly was job number one.

A car turned a corner and trouble arrived, showing its face in the form of a woman: Tina Comfrey. He had met her earlier. She was the large woman in the overly frayed nightdress, the one that called James a bastard. 


Passing James inside a Honda Civic, Tina shouted, “Stop the car!”

Without inquiring, the man behind the wheel did what he was told; he parked the car a short distance in front of James. He looked very bookish.

James predicted trouble and decided to face it head on. He stopped peddling and slammed on the brakes. 


Tina stepped out of the car and faced James. 


Her outfit had changed. It now consisted of Nike shoes, faded gray track-pants, and an oversized t-shirt with the words NEW YORK CITY printed in glittery letters on the front. A fashion queen she was not.

“That’s him.” Tina said, announcing her findings to the world. “That’s the guy the cops are after. I should know. I’m the star witness and I watched the bastard run away. This son-of-a-bitch should hang. Mark my words, he killed five people.”

James was stunned; he didn’t know what to do. Should he run? Should he hide? Should he try to explain himself? As he struggled for answers, Tina said, “Hand me your cell phone, Elmer. I’m calling the cops on this asshole.” 


Everything became crystal clear: James was at war, and this was a war he could win. He said, “You’re calling the cops on me?” 


“Of course I am. The cops are looking for you and I found you. You’re a murdering prick. It’s my duty.”

“I’m not a killer.” James challenged.

“Yes you are, and you’re going to jail. That’s what happens when you kill people and run away like a coward. You go to jail.”

“That’s not what happened.” 


“Yes it is. I should know. I saw it with my own two eyes. Mark my words, asshole… you murdered five people and like it or not, you’re going to pay for it.”

James grinned. “You positive?”

Elmer handed Tina his phone. He could feel the tension mounting, but he couldn’t see what James had sitting on his lap. Neither of them could. 


“Yeah,” Tina said, hesitantly. I’m positive… you’re a killer, all right, and I’m phoning the cops. What do you think of that?”

James dropped the bike and the ammunition together. The bike did that thing that bicycles do: it bounced and settled and the front wheel went spinning. The box of ammo broke open and shells spilled across the pavement. James raised the shotgun to his shoulder and walked towards the car, pointing the barrels straight at Tina’s face. From less than twenty feet and closing the odds of missing his target were almost non-existent. 


Tina suddenly realized who was in charge, and it wasn’t her. She gasped at her new revelation and held the phone out in front of her, proffering it to James unconditionally. It was a peace offering. Her feet seemed to be glued in place. 


The man inside the car didn’t move.

James saw the phone and the nervous look in Tina’s big round eyes. He didn’t care; he enjoyed watching her squirm. He bridged the gap between them until he was close enough to press the gun against her head, and then he forced her to step back. 


“What are you doing?” Tina said. “You can’t be serious! You can’t shoot me! Tell me you’re not serious!”

James grinned. “I’m a murdering prick, remember? It’s what I do.”

“No, no you don’t, I made a mistake… that’s all!”

“Oh, now you’ve made a mistake. Five seconds ago you didn’t care what my story was and now you’ve found compassion? Now you’re ready to talk about it? Is that it?”

“Yes! That’s it, that’s it!”

“No it isn’t.”

“Yes it is!”

“Fuck you.”

Tina’s eyes opened wider than before. She gained a deeper understanding of her predicament. “Oh God,” she said. “Don’t kill me! Please don’t kill me!”

“But I’ve already murdered five people, remember? What’s one or two more?”

“It was an accident, right? That’s what you’re sayin’ isn’t it?”

“No.” James said, sarcastically. “You were right the first time. I’m a dangerous killer that needs to be locked away. You should call the cops. It’s your duty… it doesn’t matter what my day has been like. It doesn’t matter what I’ve been through. As long as you do your duty, right? Is that the way it is? You don’t care about me at all, do you? You don’t care about my situation. No, you don’t. You don’t care if my brother is dead, so why shouldn’t I pull the trigger? You’re not my friend. You don’t care about me.”

Tina began panicking. “What the hell, man? What do want from me? You drove a car into somebody’s house! It’s my responsibility to call the cops! People died! This is a job for the police! Everybody knows that!”

“Then why are you involved? Huh? Can you tell me that?”

Feeling almost embarrassed, Tina quietly said, “I’m the star witness. You know… I saw it happen. I was there first.”

For a split second James felt bad. This was the biggest, most important chuck of worthless crap this woman had ever seen. And now, her good times had turned bad.

He considered letting her off the hook.

But then––

“No,” James whispered. “No fucking way.” He looked at Elmer. “If you drive away I’ll blow her fat fucking head clean off her cow-shaped body. You understand me?”

“Yes,” Elmer said with a smile.

“You sure?”

“Oh yes. You’re the boss.”

“Then wipe that stupid grin off your face before I wipe if off for you.”

The man in the car changed his expression and James looked Tina in the eye. “Move away from the car and hand me the phone.”

Tina did what she was told.

“Well done. Now go get the shotgun shells for me… all of them. And you… stupid driver, make some room. I’m getting in the car.”
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James sat in the back seat on the passenger’s side with his knees crammed against the seat. His feet hung down, not quite touching the floor. The nose of the shotgun sat comfortably on the passenger’s seat headrest, snuggled against the back of Tina’s head. If he pulled the trigger, her head would likely explode. 


“Turn left on Baldwin Street,” he said, and the driver followed the order. “What’s your name?” 


Tina turned her head and opened her mouth. 


“I’m not talking to you!” James said, pushing the weapon forward. “I know what your name is. It’s ‘Stupid Bitch Fatso Slut’. So shut your fucking pie-hole.” 


With the statement stinging her ears, Tina’s eyes watered up. Her bottom lip trembled and her shoulders began to shake. She was crying now, and James didn’t like it. 


He said, “Shut up, Fatso. I mean it.”

Tina snorted back her tears and pulled herself together. 


It wasn’t long before James started feeling bad. He wanted to apologize, but he couldn’t. If James showed compassion, weakness, or understanding, Tina would have James for dinner. He knew it. There were no equals in Tina’s life. There were only those she dominated, those that dominated her, and a huge pool of unknowns that fit into one slot or the other. 


“You,” James said. “Driver. What’s your name?”

“Elmer.”

“Is that what your friends call you?”

“Yes.”

“What’s your last name?”

“Wright.”

“Okay. Listen here, Elmer Wright. Up ahead is that big fancy condo they put up a few years ago, and I want to go there. If you live around here you know the place I’m talking about. You also know how busy that area can get. That little coffee shop turned the street upside down. Some days it’s like New York City. Point is… I want you to circle the block. Look for cops. Any questions?”

“No.”

“Can you do this without forcing me to blow your wife’s head off?”

“I think so.”

“Great. The condo, you know it?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Good. Give me your wallet.”

“Come again?”

“Your wallet, give it to me.”

“Why?”

“Because I want it, that’s why.”

Debra’s condo drifted past them. Elmer reached into his back pocket, pulled his wallet free, and handed it to James. James took the wallet, opened it and quickly looked inside. Elmer had a little more than eight hundred dollars and a couple pieces of identification. Surprised by the cash, James slid the wallet into his front pocket. Payday or rent day, he thought. It had to be one or the other.

“I suppose you want my purse?” Tina said, unimpressed.

James shook his head. “Nope.”

Tina shrugged, somewhat insulted.

James kept his eyes fixed on Elmer. 


Elmer, James decided, was something of a mystery. He only spoke when spoken to and his tone never wavered. His age was hard to define. He might have been as young as thirty, or as old as fifty. His shoulders were neither broad nor wide. His face was slim. A clean looking moustache sat low on his lip. His dark hair had begun to recede, or maybe it had always sat high on his forehead, giving him a timeless look that worked very well with his demeanor. 


“What do you do for a living, Elmer?”

“I work.”

“Where do you work?”

As if embarrassed, Elmer nodded his head twice and said, “At a coffee shop. Not this one here; I work just off highway nine.”

“Coopers?”

“Yep.”

“You the manager or something?”

“I’m the night manager.”

“Is that where you met Fatso?”

Elmer drove the car around a corner and said, “More or less.”

“Let me guess. She hung out there night after night, slurping coffee and gobbling donuts.”

Elmer briefly closed his eyes. “Something like that, yes.”

“She probably still comes by, is that right?”

“No. Not like she did before.”

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“She has bingo three nights a week and we have two children.”

Tina shot Elmer a funny glance.

“Is that right?” James asked. 


“Yes.”

“And you’re trying to feed a family of four, plus pay her coffee and bingo habit on a single salary?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think that’s fair?”

Elmer paused. “No. I guess not.”

“Then why do it?”

“Because I have to, I suppose.”

“Why?”

“For the children.”

“Do you really think you’re doing them a favor, keeping them locked in poverty and yourself locked in misery?”

“What else can I do? If I did anything else she would take the children away from me.”

James nodded. “Yeah, this self-righteous bitch probably would. She’d probably go out of her way to make your life a living hell, too. But you know what? You’d get your life back. And it wouldn’t be long before your children loved you for it.”

“Do you really believe that?”

James shrugged. No, he almost certainly didn’t believe it. The children would probably grow up bitter and resentful, poisoned by every negative comment and emotion Tina had subjected them to. And as the days went on, and she quietly and secretly pushed Elmer away from the family, they would almost certainly blame him, forgetting about his love, his efforts, and what lay within his heart. They would most likely become a tool of their mother’s selfishness and never learn the truth about her actions. 


“Do I turn here?” Elmer asked.

“Yes.”

Elmer turned the corner and they drove a half block in silence. Then James asked, “Do you love her?”

“Yes,” Elmer said without hesitation. “Of course I do.”

“No,” James said with a soiled tone. “Don’t feed me bullshit ‘cause Fatso wants to hear it. Tell me the truth now. If you’re lying, I’ll pull the trigger. Don’t think I won’t.”

“Okay.”

“Do you love her? I mean, really still love her?” 


James watched Elmer’s expression change. He looked like he was thinking. Finally, after a moment of thoughtful silence, Elmer weaved the car around another corner, and said, “I used to love her a lot. But now… things are pretty routine, as I’m sure you can understand. This is the way my life turned out, if that makes any sense to you.”

“What made things change? Did she change?”

“No, I did. She hasn’t changed a bit.”

“Really.” James glanced out the window. The streets looked good; he didn’t see any police. “And how did you change?”

Again, Elmer was lost in thought. He said, “When we got together I was very lonely, and very unhappy. I was glad to have found someone. But now I think I’d be happier with this relationship behind me. I don’t wish that we had never met… I’m glad we got together. It’s just that… I wish I didn’t have Danny and Beth to think about all the time. I’ve taken all I can from our relationship, and now it seems like I’m tied to it forever.” 


Tina was as cold as stone. 


James said, “Danny and Beth?”

“My son and daughter. They’re such good kids, and I love them so much. I don’t want to leave them, and I don’t want them sitting in the middle of a custody battle. Trust me, I’ve thought about all the angles. There’s no easy answer.” 


“How old are they?”

“Beth is six. Danny is eight.”

“Where are they now?”

“They’re gone to summer camp for the week.”

“When will they be back?”

“Thursday.” 


Elmer drove past an old lady standing on the curb, and around another corner. James was surprised to see Debra’s building so soon. 


“Stop here,” he said. “We’re going inside.”
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They sat in the car waiting for the people on the sidewalk to thin out. While waiting, James said, “Okay Elmer, this is the plan. I’m going to give you a set of keys.” Still sitting in the back seat, he reached into his pocket and pulled the keys out. “Here, take them.”

Elmer opened his hand. 


For the first time since James entered the car, Elmer’s eyes met his. They locked. Both men were trying to read each other. With a smirk, James dropped the ball of unorganized keys in Elmer’s hand, which Elmer immediately clinched. 


“See the biggest key?” 


Elmer looked into the ball. “Yes.”

“The one that’s twice the size of the others?” 


Elmer shuffled through the set and held the appropriate key from the bundle. “This one?”

“Yeah. That’s the one. That key opens the building’s front door. I want you to get out, leave the car door open. I want you to walk across the sidewalk to the front of the building. I want you to open the door with the big key. Once the door is open, I want you to hold it open and wait for us. Don’t try anything funny or I’ll shoot the stupid bitch in the head. Understand?”

“Yes.”

“Now listen Elmer, and listen well. Maybe you’re thinking that a shotgun shell in your wife’s brain is exactly what your relationship needs, is it?”

“No. Of course not.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I would never think that.”

“You better not, because if you do something foolish here, Fatso won’t be the only one dead. Oh no. I’ll come hunting, and before you know it, little Danny and Beth will be dead too. Their smiling faces will be splashed against the nearest wall and you’ll be the one to blame. Not me. You. Get what I’m saying?”

“Yes.”

“I have your wallet and I know where you live. I’ll murder both of your children without hesitation, first the boy, then the girl, one after another. I’ll do it slow, and I’ll make sure you’re alive to know it. I’ll write ‘this is Elmer’s fault’ on the wall, in blood. Get me?”

“If you do anything to my kids, I’ll kill you.”

James grinned. “Somehow, I doubt it.”

Tina squealed something incoherent. This prompted James to push the double barrel against her head with more force then he intended. Her neck snapped forward. It looked like it hurt. 


“OUCH!”

“Shut up!” James said with an evil grin, really driving the boundaries of this ‘character’ he was developing. 


As the bookish man and the slob woman waited for more instructions, James admired his own untapped acting skills, which were not bad for a beginner. If he were exploiting them on stage his friends would say he had a future. At least, that’s what he was thinking. 


The tough-guy image of Clint Eastwood came to mind, almost making James giggle. And that’s who he was now, inside his own traumatized head: Clint fucking Eastwood. 


In character, James said, “I’m ready to kill you right now, bitch… so shut your fat fucking mouth or I’ll shut it for good!” 


Tina whimpered.

Then James laughed. In a way, he felt amazing. He was living the adventures of the classic anti-hero. And everyone loves the anti-hero, right? If this were a movie the public would be all over it. 


It could happen, James thought. 


And even if it couldn’t happen, James was beaming now. He failed to see that his thoughts weren’t logical. They were his defense; he couldn’t handle the situation. He had no game plan, only the odd play or two. And sooner or later (probably sooner) things would catch up with him. 


Elmer watched James spinning his mental wheels and wondered if the man had snapped a cable. This notion didn’t sit well with Elmer. It made him nervous, made him think.

“So Elmer.” James said, rubbing the side of his face with an open hand. “Are you ready for this?”

With a grave tone, Elmer said, “I think so.” 


“You think so? You better know so, brother. Are you ready for this, or not?”

“Yes. I’m ready.”

“Good.” James turned his eyes on Tina. “Hey slut, you still with us?”

Whining, Tina said, “Yeah?”

“Good. You’re going to stay right where you are until I tell you to move. Then you’re going to open the door, slowly, without drawing attention. You’re going to step outside. You’re going to walk to the building in a calm and cool manner. Let me repeat that… a calm and cool manner. You’re going to wait for me inside. Nothing else. If you decide to start yelling, or if you decide to run, or do anything you shouldn’t be doing, I’m going to shoot you. And guess what? I’m not going to shoot you in the head. I’m going pump two shells into your back, halfway up your spine. Then I’ll blow one of your hands off at the wrist. Maybe you’ll live, or maybe you’ll die. I don’t know. I don’t care. But either way you’ll spend the rest of you life with a broken back and a missing limb, wishing you had done exactly what I said. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

 “Yes.”

“Do you have any questions?”

Expelling a giant mouthful of air, Tina asked, “Why are you doing this to me?” 


Elmer closed his eyes and his shoulders sagged, thinking James would pull the trigger. 


James didn’t. Instead he made a sound like ‘pfft’ and said, “No, you stupid dry-cunt whore. Any questions regarding what I’ve told you?”

“No.”

“Good. Elmer, open the door.”

Without looking at Tina or James, Elmer opened the door.

“Now go.”


Elmer stepped out of the car and began walking. He walked fast and thought about nothing. When he reached the building he slid the key into the keyhole and applied the appropriate amount of pressure. The lock turned. The door opened. With a nod of his head Elmer held the door, just like he had been told.

“Good.” James said, turning his eyes towards Tina. “Okay slut. Don’t fuck up. And remember, I’d love to blow a hole the size of my fist through your back, so don’t do anything stupid.” 


Funny thing, James wasn’t kidding.


 


 

44


 

Tina opened the car door and stepped outside. The street was clean and the stores were not quite busy. A few scattered people walked by, laughing and smiling, paying no attention to anything but themselves. 


“Do you want me to close the door?” Tina asked, pushing the boundaries of acceptable behavior.

James pulled himself from the car and held the gun close to his leg. He recognized what Tina was doing. She was challenging his authority and it made him angry, very angry. He wanted to teach her a lesson. He wanted her head to explode like a popped water-balloon and her blood to spray across the street. He wanted everyone she loved to see it and he wanted to laugh as it happened.

But that wasn’t like him. That was sick.

Where did those thoughts come from?

After the malicious moment passed, James felt something churn inside of him. What was it? Fear? Hate? Guilt? 


No, it wasn’t guilt, but it was something like guilt. It was responsibility. And this responsible feeling, James feared, was something he’d experience again and again as the day moved on. 


Getting the shotgun was a mistake, he thought. Then he said, “Close the door, and don’t look back. Keep moving.” 


Tina slammed the door and walked. 


James felt another moment of bloodlust as he followed Tina. His eyes were shifty. His gun was held low. Within seconds they were inside the building. James lifted his chin, informing Elmer to start walking. 


Elmer walked quickly. Tina and James followed. 


The lobby was neat and clean. Small, metallic mailboxes cut the foyer in half. A stack of flyers and phonebooks sat near a bulletin board. And there was nobody around, only James and his hostages. 


When they reached the elevator James said, “Push the button.” 


Tina reached for it and James rammed the shotgun into her back. “I’m not talking to you, bitch. I’m talking to him.”

Tina, grim and humorless, moaned in defeat. Her arm fell heavy against her t-shirt and bounced off her gut. Elmer pressed his index finger against the white circular switch. From somewhere above, the elevator started moving. While the trio waited for the doors to open James couldn’t help feeling like he had regained some control over his life, even if things had taken an unexpected turn.

Then the door opened. 


Ironically, a blonde woman in her early thirties was standing inside the elevator, challenging the very control James thought he had regained. She was tall, voluptuous, and strikingly beautiful. A light colored blouse hugged the ample curves of her body. She wore a short brown skirt and tall chocolate boots. Her scent reminded James of cherries. 


Inside the woman’s hand a thin, black leash led to an energetic puppy. The puppy, James recognized, as a ‘pug.’ James loved dogs, especially pugs. Seeing the pug made James want to reach down and make stupid noises that were guarantied to get the animal excited. But instead of petting the pug and making friends with the woman, he played the only card he had.

“Don’t move,” he said. “I’m not kidding.”

The woman stepped back and looked at the gun that was pressed against Tina’s back. Her mouth dropped wide open. 


The elevator doors began to shut. 


“No!” James barked, pushing Tina forward. 


Tina did what she had to do; she moved through the doorway and pressed herself into the corner. 


The elevator doors reopened. 


James said, “Everybody in.”

Elmer made his way into the six-by-seven cubical and turned around. The woman with the dog mumbled something, but before she could put her thoughts into words James interrupted her. 


“I’m sorry,” he said. “But you’re coming with us.” He put his foot against the elevator door to stop it from moving; he kept the shotgun angled appropriately. “Everybody turn around and face the wall. Elmer, move to the far side.” 


Elmer and Tina responded without hesitation, making it easy for James to enter. But the woman didn’t move; she held her ground. 


“Please mister,” she said. “Please let me go. I didn’t do anything wrong. This matter, whatever it is, has nothing to do with me.”

James said, “I know that, but I can’t let you go. You’ve seen enough movies to understand. Of course you have. But I’ll tell you what… don’t do anything foolish and I promise I won’t hurt you.”

“You promise?”

“Yes.”

“Do you keep your promises?”

“Yes I do. The good ones, and the bad ones.” James glanced at Tina. He wanted to shoot her now, more now than before.

“What’s your name?” The woman said.

James smiled. He didn’t expect a question that was so direct, so revealing and dangerous. Because she was beautiful the question turned him on. 


“James,” he said. “My name is James McGee.”

“My name is Mia Powell. And I won’t do anything foolish. Just promise me…” 


“I won’t hurt you unless you earn it, Mia. I give you my word, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Now give me your phone.”

“What?”

“A girl like you has an expensive cell phone in her purse and a lot of friends worth calling. I need to take the phone away from you. You can have it back when this is over.”

“But I don’t…”

“Either give me your phone, or hand me your purse. The choice is yours.”

Mia thought it over. She reached into her purse and pulled out the phone. Grinding her teeth lightly, she handed it over. Then she faced the wall, feeling sick and conquered. 


The puppy looked up at James with confused excitement. It wagged its tail and sat down impatiently. 


James smiled at the dog; he stepped inside the elevator and pressed the button that said number five. The doors closed behind him. His thoughts shifted to Debra. What will she think when he arrives with three hostages and a puppy? The very thought made his stomach churn. 


Debra was a worrywart. Her condo was usually clean and organized. She was fond of simple situations that offered clear and apparent solutions. She enjoyed looking cute and feeling attractive, which wasn’t easy. She wasn’t a pretty girl but she dressed like she was. She acted like a princess. Stressful situations made her nervous, and when she was nervous she became agitated and somewhat hostile. 


James closed his eyes and took a deep breath, lost in his thoughts. 


Debra was an ugly princess that was easily agitated and somewhat hostile.

Damn.

Walking into her condo with three hostages, a shotgun, and a dog, was going to do more than ruffle a few feathers. Debra was going to loose her fucking mind.
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The elevator rumbled up the shaft and stopped on a dime. The doors opened. 


James stepped halfway through the opening, pointed the gun at Tina’s head, and said, “Okay, one at a time. Mia, you first.”

Mia turned around.

“Walk out slowly. Go to the railing. Stay there. Don’t make me shoot the fat woman in the head.” 


“Can I ask you something?” Mia asked.

“Sure. Make it quick.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

“I haven’t the time.”

“Come on, there’s got to be a reason. Give me something. Anything.”

“Something was chasing me. One thing led to another and here I am.” The elevator door tried to close and James stopped it.

“What was chasing you?” 


“I don’t know. Now get the fuck out of the elevator and shut up, you’re pissing me off.”

Mia nodded and walked to the railing, which was seven or eight feet away from the elevator. Next to the railing was an open concept stairwell that led to the front foyer. It was ornamented with plants and windows. If Mia stood at the edge of the stairs and yelled loud enough half the building would hear. And if she decided to be brave and run down the stairs, it would take three seconds to be out of firing range, assuming James didn’t follow and she left the dog behind. 


Mia considered her options.

“Okay Elmer,” James said. “You’re next. Remember Danny and Beth now. You don’t want anything to happen to them so don’t fuck around.”

Elmer lowered his head and joined Mia at the railing. Being unfamiliar with the complex he looked down the stairs, chewing over different scenarios in his mind. None made him feel comfortable, only anxious.

 “Okay Chubby. You’re up.” 


Tina turned around. Both barrels were an inch from her face. She pushed the shotgun aside and said, “Why me, huh? Why are you always picking on me?”

James forced the gun back into first position. “Shut up.”

Tina stepped into it, letting the steel touch her face. “No, really. How come I’m the last one out of the car, and the last one out of the elevator? How come the gun is always pointed at me? Why not Elmer? Or that girl you’re drooling over? They’re here too, you know!”

“I said stop it.”

“No! You stop it. Stop harassing me. Go bother ‘Tits LeGroux’ for a while, would you? Maybe you’ll get a blowjob out of it. Maybe you’ll get laid. She probably likes that sort of thing but I don’t, and I don’t like being harassed.”

“Shut the fuck up!”

“No! You shut the fuck up. You’re always picking on me! It’s not fair! In the car you had the gun against my head the whole time, and it hurt, and Elmer was driving. Not me. Why didn’t you put the gun against Elmer’s head, huh? He’s got a good-sized melon, so why me? And you keep calling me names… you’re not being fair, you know? This is bullshit!”

Tina’s voice grew louder; it seemed that she was calling his bluff. 


James became nervous. He didn’t know what to do and worst of all, Tina was right. He’d been riding her pretty hard; it wasn’t anything personal, he told himself. He just didn’t trust her. Tina was unstable; therefore she was the biggest threat. James was trying to control the situation. That’s all. He was just trying to keep everyone in line.

“Now listen…” James began, as the elevator tried to close again. 


“No! You listen… you started this. I was watching TV and minding my own business when you drove into my neighbor’s house, remember? You remember that? This is your fault, not mine. I came outside to see what was going on. Is that such a crime? Is that so bad? No! It isn’t! It’s the same thing that you would do––the same thing everybody would do! This is such bullshit! Complete fucking bullshit! And get that fuckin’ gun out of my face!”

Tina pushed the double barrel away a second time. 


James tightened his trigger finger, shuffled back a few inches and regained his position. His heart was really pumping now; he felt nervous all over. With a tremble in his voice, he said, “Get out of the elevator, Fatty! Now!”

“No! And stop calling me names; I don’t like it. My name is Tina, Tina Comfrey, not fatty. And you’re the fuck-knuckler, not me. You’re the one that created this mess! You’re the bad guy here. I’m just an innocent bystander!”

The elevator doors tried to close a third time and James rammed his elbow against the door’s rubber casing. Behind him, Mia and Elmer stirred.

James glanced over his shoulder, making sure that Elmer and Mia weren’t moving in on him. They weren’t. He stomped his foot on the floor, and said, “Get out of the elevator, Fatty, and shut-up.”

“No!”

“Get out. Now!”

“This is bullshit!”

“Out!”

“What are you going to do? Shoot me? I don’t think so, tough guy. I don’t think you’ve got the stones!”

“I said out and I damn well mean it!”

All at once––as if Tina had rehearsed the moment inside her mind––she started yelling very loudly. “NO! IF YOU’RE GOING TO SHOOT ME, SHOOT ME! IF YOU’RE GOING TO KILL ME, KILL ME! DO IT! DO IT NOW!”

“Get out of the––!”

“NO! I DON’T WANT TO GET OUT OF THE ELEVATOR! YOU’RE NOT BEING FAIR! YOU KEEP PICKING ON ME AND I DIDN’T DO ANYTHING WRONG! I’M JUST AN INNOCENT BYSTANDER! I’M ONE OF THE GOOOOOD GUYS!”

“Get out—!”

“NO! I DON’T WANT TO!”

“Don’t make me—!”

“FUCK YOU!”

Suddenly, Elmer’s face tightened into a ball and he stepped forward, screaming, “SHUT THE FUCK UP TINA YOU STUPID UGLY BITCH! YOU’RE PISSING ME OFF AND YOU’LL GET US ALL KILLED!”

James snapped his head around quickly, pinching a glimpse of Elmer and Mia. Mia looked terrified. Elmer looked furious and mean, like a man capable of doing very terrible things. And he was closer now. Too close.

Tina threw her hands in the air, shaking them like a football fanatic celebrating a touchdown at the Super Bowl. 


Biting his lip, James pulled his eyes away from Elmer.

Tina screamed, “THIS IS TOTAL BULLSHIT! I DIDN’T DO ANYTHING WRONG! IT WAS YOU, JACKASS! NOT ME!” 


James tightened his trigger finger without noticing it. He was sweating now and felt hot all over. He knew Tina was stupid, but my God, he didn’t expect her to be so stupid. She was being absolutely fervent. This was off the hook.

Under duress, James stepped back a little further; he kept his foot in the elevator doorway. He looked at Elmer for support, but Elmer couldn’t help him; he couldn’t control Tina. Not when she was like this. 


The elevator doors tried to close again.

And once again, Elmer had moved closer. He was being sneaky about it, but he was moving in on James, getting within striking distance. If he wanted to make a move the odds were in his favor now. James didn’t like it, but what could he do? He was surrounded, and terrified. He had lost control of the situation and something bad was about to happen. He could feel it. Even the dog could feel it, and it barked. Once. Then twice. Then the dog was barking.



Mia shuffled her feet in an attempt to calm the animal down. She said, “Quiet Bully!” But it didn’t work. Bully didn’t care what Mia wanted and Bully didn’t want to be quiet. The dog was acting on instincts now, and trouble was brewing. 


The dog barked, Mia tried to stop it, sweat began beading on Elmer’s long forehead, James squeezed the trigger a little more than he intended, and Tina screamed, “NO! IT’S NOT FAIR! IT’S NOT FAIR! YOU’RE NOT BEING FAAAAAIR! THIS IS BULLFUCKINGSHIT!”

James felt dizzy. Each moment was louder then the moment before it. He heard the ringing of a thousand telephones in his ears. He heard a child screaming.

He whimpered under his breath, and said, “Oh shit.” 


And finally, when he could take no more yelling, no more barking or fighting or ringing or screaming, no more chaos, no more turmoil or commotion, he closed his eyes and did something bad, something he didn’t want to do, something he didn’t think he would ever do… something exceedingly violent.

And part of him loved it.
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Mathew let go of a green balloon and fell through the sky forever; he feared that all was lost. But when the forever had finished, his falling turned to drifting, and drifted became floating, and floating led to walking. 


He walked through empty spaces and blank landscapes. He walked through sunless days and moonless nights. He walked across plains of nothing and baron wastelands. He walked a thousand years. He walked for hours. He didn’t walk at all. Time was askew. Time meant nothing.

And all the while his thoughts were beset by the demon with the black glistening skin and large soulless eyes.

It had infected his Uncle James; he knew this now. But James didn’t. James––who was on the brink of a terrible mistake, one he could never undo; a mistake that would lead him to madness––had no idea that he was infected. But he was. He was filled with shades of the demon’s rage, the demon’s thoughts––the demon’s curse. It coursed through his veins like hatred. It poisoned his mind like vengeance. 


Mathew had to stop it.

He walked across farmlands with no crops and roads with no traffic. He walked through forests with no life and swam oceans with no waves. He walked through winters without frost and summers without heat. He crossed rolling hills and empty cities and desolate towns. 


He then came to a place of great walls, a room in the center of a world filled with nothing. The walls were higher than any he could have imagined. They were higher than his eyes could see. They were higher than the sky. They were higher than time.

There was a phone.

There were thousands of them. 


Mathew was inside a giant room of phones, a sea of phones, a world of phones, and all of them were ringing. He lifted one and screamed into it, knowing it was too late.

But maybe it wasn’t.

Maybe James would hear.

Maybe James would understand the ringing.
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With arms waving madly, Tina prepared her lungs for another outburst of yelling. Her eyes were closed now, squeezed together like a pair of fist, not that it mattered much. A blanket of red was all she could see. The shapes and angles of realism had faded, leaving Tina alone with her fury, her wrath, and the accelerated pounding of her over-sized heart. This was her time to shine, her moment of truth, the climax of her dreary and uninspired life. 


With grinding teeth and flexing strength, James stepped away from Elmer, and into the center of the elevator. He shifted the shotgun inside his hands. He tightened his fingers and raised the gun like a baseball bat. He arched his back and swung. 


Both barrels of the weapon scraped along the elevator wall, digging a groove into the steel. Iron hit flesh. Tina’s head slammed back. A river of pain rushed through her nervous system, causing both of her eyes to pop open and both of her hands to jerk away from her body. A thousand tiny droplets sprayed into the air like red mist. Her jaw split wide enough to allow fragments of shattered teeth to roll through it. Blood splashed against the wall in an upward line. 


Mia and Elmer gasped.

James grunted––thinking again that the shotgun was a mistake. 


Tina fell to the ground like a sack of wet laundry, making a two hundred and sixty-five pound PLUNK on the floor. The elevator bounced beneath her. A second slipped by, and then she screamed a chain of screams. Her voice was no longer hoisted in spoiled brat rebellion, but lifted in pure incontestable agony. And with each horrific scream a gush of bloody gore ran down her face, and through her jaw, and over her fingers, and across her hands, and along her arms. Her rebellious nature had been cuffed. She looked like she was drowning. 


Elmer decided to run. He took a couple quick steps towards the door that led into the 5th floor hallway. He grabbed the doorknob and pulled. The door opened an inch and slipped from his fingers. A microsecond later the door clicked shut. As Elmer fumbled for the knob, a sad, faint groan escaped his lips. 


The elevator doors began closing. 


James spun around, pushed the doors apart and stepped out of the elevator. He re-adjusted the shotgun and pointed it at Elmer. Then he pointed it at Mia––she had not budged an inch. 


Both Elmer and Mia froze. 


James screamed, “Don’t move!” Spit fell from his lips. 


Mia said, “I didn’t.”

And that’s when the door Elmer had been toying with flew open. A man emerged. He wore black pants, black boots, and a black and grey dress shirt. He had a little potbelly and long sideburns. His eyes were kind and his dark hair was slicked back in a crooner’s fashion. He looked like Johnny Cash.

Unfortunately his abrupt entrance was unanticipated. 


It made James flinch. 


And sure as shit, he pulled the trigger.
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From inside an ocean of telephones, Mathew looked up. The massive walls that were higher than the sky began crumbling. Huge chunks of brick––chunks, the size of football fields––started to fall. 


The phones stopped ringing.

And Mathew ran.

He ran through the sea of telephones. He ran through desolate towns, empty cities, and rolling hills. He swam oceans with no waves. He traveled forests without life. He ran through summers with no heat and winters with no frost. He ran through roads with no traffic and farmlands with no crops. He ran over baron wastelands and across plains of nothing. He ran through moonless nights and sunless days. He ran over blank landscapes and empty spaces. He ran a thousand years. He ran for hours. He didn’t run at all. 


Time was askew. Time meant nothing.

All was lost.
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The shell ripped a good-sized hole in Cash’s front and a massive opening in his back. Parts of his stomach and spine slammed against the freshly painted brick, which seemed to explode. He stumbled against the wall with a squeal and a gust of red mist spewed free. 


Mia screamed and Bully barked non-stop. 


Elmer reached for the door, which had just begun to close. 


And James turned towards Tina. His thoughts were blackened and glistening with ancient evil. He pumped the chamber and pulled the trigger again. 


Somewhere inside his mind he could hear the word ‘wait’ being said over and over again, like, WAITWAITWAITWAITWAITWAIT… But it was too late. Another explosion happened inside his hands, accompanied with a second deafening blast. 


The shell caught Tina just below the chin. Blood exploded. The top half of her neck was destroyed and her head fell back; it hung by a loose thread of skin, dripping with gore.

James spun around, wide-eyed and frantic. He was shouting, “Stop!” 


But Mia and Elmer were not listening to the orders of this madman, not now. Their thoughts were united with the idea of escaping. They burst through the doorway, Elmer first, Mia next. The dog followed. 


James didn’t. 


He watched in horror as headless Tina fell onto her side like an overturned keg. Blood and bone fragments poured from the stump of her neck, and along her shoulder––creating a pond on the elevator floor. Her legs twitched. Her fingers curled into themselves as if the loss of body fluids had dehydrated them.

Then Johnny Cash’s legs buckled and he slid along the wall to the floor. He was done breathing, done thinking, done holding his position.

James stood between the bodies like an executioner. 


Somewhere in his mind the word ‘wait’ had vanished. It was replaced with four new words: What-have-I-done? What-have-I-done? What-have-I-done?

But the answer was simple: the answer was double murder.
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James didn’t mean to pull the trigger and kill the man that looked like Johnny Cash. And although nobody would ever believe him, he didn’t mean to kill Tina either. In fact, it wasn’t even him, it was his character; it was Clint Eastwood. 


It was… 


No. These were lies.

He killed two people within two seconds (and liked it). He took hostages (and liked it). He made threats (and liked it). He talked tough and acted tougher (and liked it). 


James was no longer an innocent victim trapped in an uncompromising position. He was a criminal. He was armed and dangerous. He had a smoking gun in his hand and dead bodies at his feet. His victim’s blood speckled his face. 


Jesus, how apparent can a situation be?

And how the hell did this happen, James wondered. And why?

Answers, the new killer feared, were just around the corner of his mind. He figured he knew why he did the things he did, and how he arrived in this predicament. But he didn’t know he was infected. He didn’t know that the demon’s thirst was coursing through his veins.

After being pushed, I pushed back, he thought. Simple as that. And now there’s a decision to be made. Was it time to break down, or time to be strong?

A moment passed.

It was decided; he would be strong and continue on. 


The price tag would be half his sanity.


 

* * * 



 

The elevator doors closed and gears started rumbling. Tina’s corpse was changing floors.

James opened the door that led to the hallway and was surprised to find Elmer running towards him. When Elmer lifted his head he saw James, who––for whatever reason––was grinning like a maniac. Without pause he stopped running and turned away.

“STOP!” James shouted. 


Elmer stopped.

James walked, moving like a gangster with long easy strides. He dug into character and said, “Hey asshole, where’s the girl?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean ‘you don’t know’? She was with you.”

“Yes, but we got separated.”

“How?”

“I don’t know, apartment doors were opening and closing. She ran inside one of the apartments, I guess. I would have too but no one would take me. People thought I was dangerous and they slammed the door in my face.”

“Which door did Mia enter?”

Elmer heard the question but he didn’t bother answering. He said, “Where’s Tina? Did you shoot her? Did you kill her? Oh God, you did, didn’t you? You killed my Tina.”

“Which door?”

“I don’t know,” Elmer moaned. “I was over there at the time!” 


Elmer pointed down the hallway with a steady hand. When James looked, several inquisitive people closed their apartment doors in fear. 


“Fuck,” James said. He rubbed a blood-speckled arm against his face. “Give me the keys.”

“Where’s my wife? Is she dead? She’s dead, isn’t she?” 


“Give me the fucking keys!”

“What?”

“The keys. Give me my fucking keys. You still have them.”

“Oh.” Elmer reached into a pocket and pulled the keys out; he held them up.

“Thank you.” James said, taking the keys and stuffing them away. After a brief silence, James said, “You can go.”

“What?”

“Fuck man, do I have to repeat everything? Go on. Get out of here. Run away, you stupid fucker. Run. You’re free to go.”

Elmer turned, shook his head and walked down the hallway.

James lifted the shotgun and aimed it at Elmer’s back. But he didn’t pull the trigger. He wasn’t that far gone yet. 


But he soon would be.
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As James stood near Debra’s doorway, the hallway seemed different. The walls looked darker, and felt closer. The ceiling appeared to be falling and he could hear the bugs scurrying behind the walls, he could smell the town’s decay; he could taste the blood of his victims.

And of course, he liked it. 


But that was wrong.

James turned the knob. The door was locked. He pulled the keys from his pocket, riffled through them, and opened the door. 


Debra stood near the balcony. She had a cell phone in her hand and she was getting ready to dial. She wore a low-cut blouse, tight jeans, and big black boots. 


“Hi babe,” James said, grasping at the ordinary, grasping at his sanity. “I’m here.”

There was a moment of silent confusion.

“What’s happening?” Debra asked. 


She looked at the gun, the blood, and the look of bewildered terror that had set camp on James’ ashen face. She noticed that his tie had small holes in it and hung loose around his neck. She noticed that his un-tucked, mottled shirt was open at the throat, with buttons missing at the top. Dirt and ash stained his fingers, hands and clothing. His shoes looked like they had been on fire. His hair was matted with blood and filth. Debra saw it all, and it sent a chill down her spine. She said, “My God, James. What happened?”

James considered walking onto the balcony and throwing himself over the rail. The notion of falling five stories and making a big SPLAT on the sidewalk below was very appealing. He said, “Oh man. What happened, indeed…”

Debra stepped back. “James… what did you do?”

James moved towards her, slowly, cautiously. He wondered if Debra was a good person. He wondered if she was nice. It occurred to him that she probably wasn’t either. He thought about killing her. He thought about sticking his thumbs into her eyes and ramming them into her brain. He placed the shotgun on the table and sat on the couch with his head down and his shoulders slumped. He said, “I shot somebody.” 


“But why, James? Why on earth would you do that?”

James took a deep, uncomfortable breath. He glanced at the balcony and grinned. Falling would be fun. Making a splat would be… interesting. “Debra, I’m in trouble.”

Debra placed the phone on a table. “You shot somebody? What the hell are you talking about? Why would you do that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why did you come here?”

Feeling hurt, James looked her in the eye. “You told me to come here, remember?”

“Yeah, I remember. But I didn’t tell you to come here like this, with a shotgun in your hand. Look at you. You look like hell. What happened?”

“I was in a car accident.”

“So you shot somebody? Why’d you shoot somebody?”

“I don’t know… it wasn’t like that.”

“Is that thing still loaded?”

“I guess so.”

“You’re so stupid! I’ve called the police, you know. Just now. They’re on there way here.”

“Oh God,” James said. He put both hands over his eyes and began to cry. “I told you not to call the police…”

“Well, I’m not the first person to call them so don’t get like that. The lady on the phone told me that the police had already been dispatched. Everyone in the entire apartment has called the cops by now. Was that you shooting a gun out there? It was, wasn’t it? Wasn’t it?”

“I told you there’d be trouble.” James said. He began shaking all over. His eyes were wild and distant. “Oh man, I’ve got to get out of here.”

Debra walked across the room, looking at the floor as if a solution had been typed across the hardwood. “Fuck James!” She screamed, feeling tears of fire surface beneath her lids. “I fucking hate you right now!”

“I’m sorry!”

“Bullshit!”

“No, not ‘bullshit’! I’m sorry, I really am!”

“Did you say you were in a car accident? Did people get hurt?”

“People died. I told you that.”

“So you decided to kill someone, because of a car accident? Why are you here? What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

James got off the couch and walked towards the refrigerator. He opened the door and drank juice from the spout (Debra hated it when he did that). He dropped the empty carton on the counter (Debra hated it when he did that too) next to an ashtray and a couple of empties. He wiped his mouth and entered the bathroom. After splashing water on his face he stepped out of the room and pulled his phone from his pocket. He turned it off and slipped it away. The last thing he needed was a call from his mother. 


Right now he hated his mother, that bitch needed to die. 


“I’ve got to get out of here,” James said. He ran his fingers through his hair. “If you love me, you’ll come with.” 


“Are you out of your mind? No fucking way. I’m not coming with you. I want no part of this. I can’t become a fugitive, you idiot. I just can’t.”

James nodded in frustration. Again, he thought about killing her. Maybe he could throw her off the balcony. That would be fun. “Okay. But I’ve got to go.”

“That’s not fair to say, you know. ‘If I love you, I’ll go with you.’ It’s not fair at all.”

“Okay. Fine. I’m not fair. Whatever. I don’t have time to fight about it.” 


“You shouldn’t say things like that.”

“Debra, not now. Please.”

James took the shotgun from the table, noticing the evidence of girls-night. He swooped in and gave Debra a quick, awkward kiss on the cheek, while he ran a hand along her back. He needed affection so badly it hurt. 


Debra pulled away, disgusted by his touch, his filth, and the things he’d been saying. The last thing that she wanted to do was cuddle.

James cleared his throat. “How was last night?” 


Debra forced a half-smile, thinking about the guy she’d been kissing. “It was fun. You know, nothing special.”

James nodded and made his way to the exit shaking his head in despair. As he stepped into the hallway, Debra realized he was hurting in a way she never had, and she felt herself softening. “James?”

“What?”

“I love you.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Of course I do.”

James felt his eyes flutter. It was exactly what he needed to hear. “I love you too.”

“Be careful, okay?”

“Yeah, okay.”

“You should turn yourself in. You know that, right?”

“Maybe.”

“No, not ‘maybe’. Definitely. You should turn yourself in and bring an end to this.”

“Okay. If you say so.”

“Will you?”

“I can’t. At least, not yet.”

Debra nodded. “Listen… if you want to get out of here before the cops get you, take the stairs to the basement and cut through the parking garage. It’s the only way you’ll get out of here now.”

“The stairs, huh?”

“The stairs to the basement, Nasa Street will be much better than Baldwin Street. Promise me?”

“Alright.” I promise.”

“Be careful.” 


“I will,” James said. Then he closed the door, disregarded her words, and headed for the elevator.
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James walked quickly with his gun held low. Many residents watched him through peepholes, one man watched through an open door, and one man stood in the hallway, leaning against the wall like his body had turned to stone. If James looked at the man directly he would see color drain from the man’s face. But James didn’t look. He passed without a glimpse and opened the door that led to the elevators. 


Two middle-aged men and a young woman stood around Cash’s corpse. The woman was crying; her body trembled. The men talked with stern, despondent emotion. When they saw James the conversation ended. 


James said, “Get out of here or die.” And they were gone. He pressed his finger on the elevator button and waited patiently, not looking at the man he murdered until his morbid curiosity got the best of him. 


The pool of gore that circled Cash’s body was enormous. Had the man been alive, he would have been swimming in blood. 


“Sorry mister,” James whispered. “My finger slipped.”

The empty elevator arrived. James stepped inside and pressed the LOBBY button. The doors closed. When they opened again twenty-one people were standing before him, trying to understand why there was a woman inside the other elevator with her head ripped from her body. Some of the people looked excited, some looked disgusted. Others seemed downright horrified.

James raised the gun and moved it from left to right, putting everyone in the room in danger. He said, “Excuse me people. Coming through.”

An old woman that was standing close to James shrieked. Then she fumbled into the arms of a young man. The young man pushed her away and made for the door. Somebody yelled. People started cursing and scrambling and soon enough an exodus was underway. Ten seconds later James was alone, or so he thought. 


The other elevator was out of service and the doors were locked open. 


Inside the elevator James found Elmer on his knees, holding Tina’s headless body in his arms. He had blood up to his elbows and a strange look on his face. If anything, he looked like he was yearning.
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Elmer’s features grew cold. “You bastard,” he said, letting Tina drop. “How could you do this to my wife?”

“You never loved her.” James replied, knowing his excuse was pathetic at best.

“Yes I did. And even if I didn’t, that’s not the point. She was another human being, for God’s sake. What kind of monster are you? Where’s your heart?”

“Give me the keys.”

“You killed my wife!”

“The keys, now!”

“I already gave you the friggin keys.”

“Not my keys, your keys.”

“My keys? Why?”

“I’m taking your car.”

“No you’re not. Fuck off.”

James was surprised to hear Elmer stand up for himself; he was stronger than James had considered. It was an admirable quality, but Elmer’s car was something James needed and acquiring it was a non-negotiable state of affairs.

“Elmer, listen.”

“No. You listen. You’ve—YOU KILLED MY WIFE! How could you? How?”

James glanced at the crowd of people that were staring at him through the large tinted windows. He wondered what it would be like to start picking them off with the shotgun. It seemed pleasurable. “I have no time for this,” he said.

“I really don’t care.”

“But the police are coming, and––”

“So? I want them to come. Don’t you know that?”

“Elmer, give me the keys!”

“No.”

“Now!”

“Go fuck yourself.”

James lifted the shotgun. He pumped the chamber and aimed both barrels at Elmer’s chest. “I let you go man. Don’t be difficult. Please, I’m trying to be the nice guy here. And I don’t want this. I don’t want to hurt you. I just need the keys.”

“Are you kidding me?”

Yes, James thought. I am kidding you. I want to murder you right now you bookish little fuck. I want it so bad I’m getting an erection. I’d love to see your insides splash against the wall. It would make me blow a goddamn load right here in my pants. “Just give me your car keys and I’ll walk away.”

“You murdered my wife! Does that sound like something a nice guy does? You’ve got to be joking! You’re not a nice guy, you’re… you’re a psycho!”

James tried to say something but couldn’t. 


Elmer was right. 


James wasn’t a nice guy now. Maybe at one time he was nice, like back in high school, or when he worked at the daycare center in his neighborhood. But that was a long time ago and he was a different person then. He was guy without bills, a guy without debt, a guy without a string of cheating girlfriends under his belt; he was someone who trusted his friends and believed in people––but not now. Now he was jaded and cynical; now he was an adult.

“You’re right,” James said. “Murder isn’t something that a nice guy does. But that doesn’t mean I want to hurt you. I just want out of here. So give me those keys––”

James heard a siren. 


It had taken a while but the police were finally coming. It seemed the boys in blue had been sliced pretty thin today. 


“Elmer,” James said. “I’m going to shoot you and take the keys. Is that better somehow? Is that what you want?”

“Go ahead asshole, shoot me. I don’t care anymore.”

“I’m not kidding.”

“Either am I.”

James felt the muscles in his hands tighten and the gun shook apprehensively. He got into character and said, “Okay you stupid fuck. Change of plans. You’re going to get up, go outside, and drive me where I want to go.”

Elmer laughed out loud, without a trace of happiness or enjoyment in his voice. “I’m not doing that,” he said. “Why would I do that?”

“Because I have your wallet, and your address happens to be in it. And if you don’t do what I say, I’m going to murder you and your children, one, two, three.”

Elmer could hear it, James sounded different this time, more serious, more insane. Elmer was at a loss for words. He wasn’t so sure of himself now. He wasn’t convinced that James was bluffing. 


“You wouldn’t,” he said. 


James unleashed a wicked grin. “No?” He was almost chuckling. Clearly, his sanity was slipping. “Why don’t you take a good hard look at your ugly fucking wife? Why don’t you ask her if I’m serous or not? Maybe you should reconsider what I may or may-not do. If you think I’m bluffing, you’re more brainless than I am.”

Elmer looked at Tina, and the empty place her head had once been. He looked at her lifeless hands, the lumps of meat on the floor, and the wash of blood that had sprayed the walls. 


He was beaten.

Elmer got up. He made for the exit. His expression suggested that he was no longer interested in arguing, no longer interested in making a stand. The time for bravery had come and gone, it seemed, leaving Elmer with nothing but the memory of failure. 


And the desire for revenge.
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As the two men got into Elmer’s car, a huge, near-voiceless crowd watched them leave. They stood together—men, women, and children alike—around Elmer’s vehicle in a structure that was not completely unlike a human horseshoe. In a way they resembled spectators at a concert, where only the musicians and crew were permitted access to the performing area. The performing area in this case was not the stage, but the vehicle, the open road, and the faceless, inexhaustible journey. 


Most people in the crowd took note of the car, the man with the gun, and/or the hostage. Many tried to snatch a glimpse of the license plate number, and more than a few of those people were able to write that number down. Some people phoned the police while others dialed the people they cared about. One woman slammed her fist on the hood of the car, cursing under her breath. At the same time, a man with a gold tooth was bold enough to put his hands against the passenger door and press his face against the glass. He got an eyeful, all right; James extended him the middle finger and told him to fuck off. But no one––not the people writing down the license plate number, or man with the gold tooth, or the woman that pounded her fist on the hood––tried to stop James, or question his actions with a sizable amount of authority. 


They weren’t completely voiceless however––the crowd that is. There was an underlying continuous murmur, the odd grunt, a rustling of feet and a hushing of lips. There were sirens in the distance, a child announcing that he was hungry for McDonald’s. There was a woman asking a stranger, ‘What’s going on?’ While another woman was caught in an annoying bout of muffled sneezing. On the far side of the street, in a shop that sold rock t-shirts, glittery belts, oversized earrings, and other teenage friendly items, a radio played Led Zeppelin’s ‘When the Levee Breaks’ through a pair of small speakers with no bottom end. John Bonham’s booming bass drum was lost in the mix. And finally, high above Debra’s building, a commercial airliner ripped the sky in half with its blaring, knife-like, mechanical noise. The reverberation blanketed all other sounds nicely. 


James looked at the horde and felt ashamed of them. Why didn’t they saying something? Why didn’t they do something? He wondered if he’d be brave enough to stand against a madman with a shotgun if the situation had been reversed. 


Not that he considered himself a madman.

Elmer put the car into gear and pulled away from the curb. He drove for a block and then turned left; people watched him go. He was heading for the highway, following all the rules and regulations commissioned in the International Navigational Rules Act of 1977. He drove without instruction, which was fine with James, who hadn’t quite figured on a destination.

After three green lights in a row Elmer and James approached a poorly designed on-ramp, the kind that forces the cars to merge onto the highway quick. Leaning on a yellow guardrail at the side of the ramp was a man with a cigarette. The man saw Elmer and lifted a hand. “Steel,” he said with a rough voice. “Over here!”

Elmer spotted the man, nodded and cloaked a smile. 


I’ll call him later, he thought. 


Elmer, who continued being a mystery, intrigued James. He showed signs of strength and courage in the face of death. And now a man with a cigarette calls him Steel. Why? Was this a reference to Superman, the Man of Steel? Ageless Elmer––with his odd-looking mustache and his long forehead? Really? Or was the nickname a jab, an inside joke. Perhaps it wasn’t Steel at all––but Steal. Was Elmer a thief? Was Elmer a criminal?

While James chewed over the possibilities Elmer pushed a CD into the stereo slot. James recognized the band immediately. It was Slayer, ‘Reign and Blood’. For some reason the track made James feel nervous.

“West?” 


James shrugged. “Slayer huh?”

“Yep. The highway is here. You wanna go west?”

“Yeah, sure. West is good. There’s nothing east.”

Elmer turned onto the highway.

 “You’re a strange one, Elmer. You know that?” When Elmer didn’t respond James said, “Why did that guy call you Steel?”

“Is that what he said?”

“Yes.”

“I have no idea. I don’t know the man.”

“But you nodded.”

“It was a reflex,” Elmer lied. “I’ve never seen him before in my life.” 


As James ran a hand across his chin, Elmer grinned like a shark—he loved lying. It was his greatest skill. 


Needless to say, Elmer knew the man with the cigarette; he knew him well. 


The man was Donald Markus McGivney. Until the age of fourteen, his friends called him Don. Then Don became Switch. He earned his nickname skateboarding, in reference to a trick he mastered.

Elmer lived with Switch for two years; they had lots in common. They both liked boxing. They both liked women. They were cellmates in prison. 


They both committed murder.
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Patricia walked into the hospital room and said, “Mrs. McGee, there’s something you need to see.

Anne looked at the nurse apprehensively. 


What is this? she wondered. This didn’t seem like the same girl that brought her cookies and tea. She was acting strange and different and looked like she had been sucker-punched with a shovel.

“What is it dear?d mu Anne asked, guardedly. “Is something wrong?”

Patricia turned the television on and skimmed through the channels. Then she stopped skimming. 


Anne turned her eyes away from Patricia and watched the screen for a few seconds before she clued in. 


The people on TV were talking about James––her James! His image was on the plastered across screen and he looked absolutely frantic. The new people were saying he was a cold-blooded murderer that killed a man and a woman with a shotgun less than fifteen minutes ago. They were saying he was responsible for the killings in High Park. They were saying he was armed. They were saying he was dangerous. They were saying a whole lot of things, none of which were designed to make a mother proud.

After an awkward moment, Patricia said, “The police are on their way here, Mrs. McGee. They’re coming to see you. They want to ask you a few questions. Although I didn’t want to be the one to tell you the bad news, I thought it was important that you know.” Her voice was colder than icicles on an outhouse.

“But I don’t know anything about this!”

“I’m afraid that doesn’t matter. They’re on their way.”

“But this can’t be right! That can’t be James, not my James! He’s a good boy. He wouldn’t hurt a soul!”

Patricia shrugged and left the room. On her way out the door she said, “Try telling that to the police.”

Anne never moved a muscle for ten seconds or more; she was too shocked. Her eyes became glued to the screen. When she had seen more than enough, which was none too soon, she picked up the phone and called James. 


Of course, there was no answer. He had turned his phone off.
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Shortly after Elmer pulled onto the highway James phoned Debra on Mia’s phone.

“Hello?”

“Hey,” James said. “It’s me.”

“I just called you.”

“My phone is off.” 


“Where are you?”

“Driving.”

“Where’re you going?”

“Not sure yet.”

“Is everything alright?”

James leaned back in his seat. He shifted the shotgun on his lap and considered jumping out of the car. He briefly touched the door handle, then he changed his thinking and looked over both shoulders nervously. After that, he looked at Elmer. Elmer was behaving himself; he was driving a straight line. “Yeah, everything seems to be okay. I’m on the highway, getting away from the action.”

“Are the police chasing you?”

“Not yet. Do you think they will?”

“It’s only a matter of time, don’t you think?”

James closed his eyes, and said, “Maybe.” 


“What will you do when the cops see you?” 


“I don’t know.”

“Are you going to run? Or will you do the smart thing, own up to the situation and surrender. You need to think about that.”

“Yes. I know.” James exhaled a deep breath and unleashed an awkward, creepy smile. “You know Debra, I hate to say this but… you seem awfully calm, considering the situation.”

“Well, I’m not calm, so don’t get me started. I feel like strangling you, you stupid fucking asshole. What kind of life are we going to share now, huh? A life on the run? Wow, you’re becoming quite a catch there, buddy. Lucky me.” Debra turned her sarcastic dial up to eleven, making each word sound absolutely dreadful. “Oh, look at me! I’m the luckiest girl in the world! I feel like I’ve died and gone to bum-fuck heaven!”

“Okay, okay.” 


“No, it’s not okay! You’ve ruined everything. Do you even know that?”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry? Is that all you can say? Sorry!? What kind of cop-out bullshit is that? You’re sorry, why? Because you walked into my apartment with a loaded shotgun and murdered some people, is that it? Jesus Christ playing air hockey, it’s a fucking madhouse here! You’re Breaking News on CNN for crying out loud. Nice going, McGee! Way to go!”

“What do you want me to say?”

“Uh, I don’t know. Let me think… that you didn’t kill those innocent people, I suppose. That would be a good one. But you can’t say that, can you? You can’t say it because you did it. You’ve lost your fucking mind and now you’re running across the country with a loaded shotgun. Tell me I have everything wrong. Please, tell me you’re innocent.”

“No. I… guess I can’t say that.”

“They’re finding dead bodies all over the place. Do you know anything about that?” 


“I said ‘I’m sorry’. What else can I say?”

“Nothing,” Debra said. “Nothing at all.”

“Don’t be like this, please.”

“Remember when we met? Do you? Remember how fun it was? We’d hang out day after day, just drinking and talking and goofing around. There was no stress back then, no real stress, anyhow. What happened, huh? What the hell happened to us? Do you know? Do you even have a clue?”

“I don’t know.”

“When was the last time that you and I were happy, can you tell me that? I’m just wondering, is all. I don’t know what’s been going on lately, and I’m looking for a few answers. Do you have answers, James? Do you, because I don’t. I’m all out of answers, and I don’t have anything left in the tank. I’m spent. And this… this unbelievable stack of bullshit that you’re unloading on me, it’s too much. It’s way, way too much. What the hell should I do with this?”

“Debra, I love you. I don’t want to murder you yet.”

“What? What the hell do you mean by that?”

James shook his head, confused. Where did that statement come from? he wondered. Why did he say something like that? 


“I just meant to say that I love you, and I’d never do anything to hurt you.”

“Yeah. Right.” 


“I do.”

“I don’t care if you love me… not right now I don’t. I’ve been thinking…” Debra stopped talking. She hated her thoughts, and the situation. She was fighting a sea of tears––tears of anger, tears of frustration, tears of confusion and a future lost. 


“What?” James said. “What is it?”

“Never mind. But… I thought about what you said.”

“What did I say?”

“On the phone, before you came over, before you lost your fucking mind… you told me that something was chasing you.”

“Oh yeah. I forgot about that.”

“You forgot?”

“I forgot that I told you, I’ve had a busy day.”

Debra huffed. “You asked me to look something up on the Internet. Do you remember that? You asked me to look up ‘Congo Basin Minkisi Bakisi’.”

“Did you look it up?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“Tell me something first, was it an animal?”

James looked over his shoulder. “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe.”

“Was it a dog?”

“No, it was definitely not a dog. It was small and… I don’t really know what it was. I couldn’t make it out. Why? What did you discover?”

“I don’t know why I do these things for you. I don’t need this headache.”

“Debra, please…”

There was a slight pause while Debra gathered up loose pieces of paper. She put on a pair of glasses and quickly scanned her notes. “This is what I found. You ready?”

“Yes.” 


“Okay. Listen to this…”
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“The Republic of Congo is a place in Africa,” Debra said. “It’s also a river. A basin is a body of water. And the Congo Basin is the world’s second largest tropical forest. It’s huge. It covers seven hundred thousand square miles, across six different countries. So those first two words are pretty straightforward. The Congo Basin is a forest in Africa. You with me so far?”

“Yeah. Okay, what else?”

“And then there’s that next word, Minkisi, and I’ve got to tell you, that’s a tough one.”

“Why?”

“Well… the English language has no word that’s equivalent to Minkisi. The word ‘fetish’ is close, but not close enough––and everything I’ve read is confusing. A Minkisi seems to be a spirit, but it’s also a mask and a medical treatment. It’s considered a container, a ceramic vessel. Sometimes it can be an animal’s horn, or an animal husk. A grave is considered a Minkisi, or more accurately, a portable grave is considered a Minkisi. And somehow, a Minkisi is a punishment. I’ve tried to find more info on that statement, but I haven’t found much yet.”

Debra flipped pages. 


“What else do I have here? Oh yeah, here it is… a Minkisi is part of an African religious practice, you know, like voodoo shit? I’ve read a bunch of stuff about ‘figures’ too, but I don’t understand what I’ve read. I want to jump to the conclusion that a figure is a voodoo doll, but that doesn’t quite fit. I read somewhere that a ‘figure’ can come in the form of an animal, which is why I asked you about that. Apparently dogs are tied to this Minkisi stuff, and they live in two separate worlds––the world of the living, and the world of the dead. I don’t understand that statement at all, by the way, so don’t ask.” 


“Okay. I won’t ask. Did you say a portable grave?”

“Yeah. A Minkisi is a portable grave.”

“I think I saw one of those. This is making some sense, believe it or not.”

“It is?”

“A little bit, yeah.”

“You saw a portable grave?”

“I think so. It was at Sue’s place, in the basement. There was an old wooden box. It reminded me of those black and white Dracula movies, where Dracula gets shipped around inside of a box of dirt. You know what I’m talking about?”

“Sort of. I’m not big on Dracula. You know that.”

“Well… the box at Sue’s place had strange markings on it. And below the markings, the words ‘Congo Basin Minkisi Bakisi’ had been burned into the wood. That’s why I asked you to look it up.”

Debra said, “You think this box is relevant somehow?”

James nodded. “I know how this must sound.” 


“Normally, it would sound stupid. But the stuff I looked up for you, well… I don’t know. This stuff isn’t folklore drivel. It’s African history, you know? It’s real. The museums are loaded with it. Jewelry, hooves, skulls, witchdoctor trinkets and charms… all connected to Minkisi. I have a quote here from somebody named Simon Kavuna. Do you want to hear it? This guy studied Minkisi back in 1915.” 


“Sure.”

“Okay. Here it is: ‘The Minkisi receives powers by composition, conjuring and consecration. They are composed of earths, ashes, herbs, leaves, and of relics of the dead. The properties of Minkisi, is to cause sickness in a man––to destroy, to kill, to benefit. The way of every Nkisi is this… Nkisi and Minkisi seem to be the same thing, by the way. Uh… okay, where am I? Oh yeah, here it is: ‘When you have composed it, observe its rules, lest it be annoyed and punish you. It knows no mercy.’” 


“Huh. It knows no mercy.”

“Yeah.”

“Strange stuff.”

“Yep. It is.”

“And what about that last word? I gave you four words to check out, not three.”

“Bakisi?”

“Yeah.”

There was a hard knock on Debra’s door. “Miss McClure, open up. This is the Martinsville police.”

“Oh shit,” Debra said. “The police are here.”

James gasped, “But what about that last word?”

“Miss McClure, open up now. We need to speak with you and it’s urgent.” There was another knock on the door, and this time it was louder than before. “Miss McClure?” 


“I’ve got to go James. I’m sorry.”

“But what about that last word? I need to know!”

Debra said, “A Bakisi is a spirit, an ambassador from the land of the dead.” Then she hung up the phone.
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James was shaken; the conversation didn’t end on the best note. 


He wondered if Debra was in trouble, if she was okay, and if she was still in love with him. He wondered what it would be like to slit her throat, and what her blood would taste like severed cold. He wondered if the police would trace the phone call. Probably. This was serious business now. Tracing phone calls would be the first thing they’d do.

James tossed Mia’s phone out the window and glanced at Elmer.

Elmer was deep inside his own thoughts, enjoying the silence and plotting his revenge. 



 

* * * 



 

After an hour, James felt a little better. His evil and obscure thoughts seemed to be less frequent, and since he hadn’t told Debra anything, she didn’t know anything. It was a comforting notion. He contemplated his destination, deciding that Debra’s cottage was the best plan. He figured the odds on it being empty were fifty/fifty. The cottage belonged to a bunch of people: her brother, her sister, her mom and dad, plus several aunts and uncles and the families they shared. 


With the fingers in his mind crossed for luck, James tried to summon a plan B. 


He came up with nothing. 


Oh well, he thought. If Debra’s family is enjoying life at the cottage, I’ll simply have to kill them all.
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The road had few travelers. 


James attempted an open dialog with Elmer but it didn’t work. Elmer had become a unified stack of negative emotions, indestructibly fused from within. He was tangled in a web of multifaceted thinking, with no desire to bite into the apple of conversation––at least, not yet. Not with his eyes on the road and his face expressionless. He strangled the steering wheel with his hands; his fingers were white-knuckled and unmoving. Sleeves covered in Tina’s blood were crammed up to the elbow.

James sighed. 


Having Elmer in the car was a big problem. It was kidnapping.

And although James didn’t know it, CNN had connected him with the High Park Murders and his image was plastered on every News program in the country. His family, friends and acquaintances were talking––the last time they had seem him, how well they knew him, what they thought had gone so terribly wrong. 


Back at the hospital Anne was crying again, and for the first time in her life she was none to proud of her family. To make matters worse, the police were on their way, which was breaking her heart in two.

James hated people being upset with him, especially when he was in the wrong. And this time he was––there was no denying that. He had definitely made some mistakes.

But guilt, for the most part, was simple; Elmer wasn’t.

James wasn’t sure how to deal with the man. Should he shoot Elmer? Should he set the man free? It was hard to say. Bringing him along seemed like a good idea when Elmer was being a tough guy, but now it felt like another mistake. 


So what now?

James was hungry. He wanted to eat something––a steak would be nice. Lobster would be better. A rotting corpse would be best. But what could he do––sit down at an all-you-can-eat seafood restaurant, go to a drive-thru, hit the local morgue? Not likely. Not with Elmer in the car. 


He could lock Elmer in the trunk, he supposed. Or try him up and toss him into a closet once they reached the cottage––but why? So Elmer could starve to death? James didn’t want to kill anyone. Or did he?

He thought about Tina.

He thought about jumping in front of a train.

He thought about sticking his fingers into his ass and biting off his tongue. 


And what if Elmer escaped? What would happen then?

They drove past an old farmhouse, followed by several cornfields and an abandoned silo. They zipped past an unpaved road that ran along a sea of trees, and an old fence that looked ready to fall over. The woodland seemed to go on forever, but James knew the area well and knew that it didn’t. Twenty miles up the road there was a gas station sitting next to a greasy spoon. The gas wasn’t cheap but the food wasn’t bad. It was a fair trade.

James decided to make his move. 
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“Pull over.” 


“Why?”

“You’re getting out.”

You’re going to kill me now, right out in the open. Is that it? Kill me on the highway? Jesus man, be reasonable.”

“No, that’s not it.”

“We’re going into the woods? Is that the plan? Will you shoot me in the back of the head? Will you bury me in the deepest hole you can dig? Is that what’s happening now, you sick, twisted bastard?”

“No. Just listen––”

“Then why should I pull over?”

“For one reason, I’m giving you an order.”

“But why? Why here and why now? I don’t want to die today.”

“I’m letting you go,” James said, frustrated. He wondered if he was telling the truth. He might have been, but honestly, he didn’t know. “Do you understand? There’s a restaurant up ahead called King’s Diner––if you care to go that way. I don’t really give two shits what you do; do what you want. Go bury yourself in the fucking woods if that makes you happy. I don’t give a fuck. But know this, unless you hook up a ride it’ll take a couple of hours to get to the restaurant, and forever if you walk the other way.”

Elmer shot James an untrusting glance. “Yeah right. You’re setting me free?”

“Yeah, but I got to be honest with you, getting a ride is tough. I ran out of gas out here one time; it took me three hours to flag someone down. Point is: if I were you, I’d start walking the same way we’re driving. You understand?”

“I don’t believe you.”

“That’s okay; I don’t care. Bringing you along was a mistake, and whether you believe it or not, I’m sorry.” 


“Bullshit.”

“I needed the car, that’s all.”

“You’re so full of shit. You’re going kill me and dump my body in the woods.”

“Listen man… I don’t know what to do with you. I’ve been thinking about killing you and eating you and pissing on your corpse, and to be honest, I don’t know what I’m doing here. I have no plan. I said I didn’t want to hurt you, and I meant it. I know it’s hard to believe. Trust me, I know. But what can I say? I didn’t mean to kill your wife and I don’t want to kill you, even if I do.”

Elmer could tell that James was losing it. His words were contradicting each other. His thinking was loosely knitted together, at best. The sooner he could get away from this freak of nature, the better. But would he get away, or would he get shot? There was no way to tell. James had become as unpredictable as a hungry raccoon in a daycare. He said, “You’re a liar.”

“Just pull over.”

“No. You’re going to kill me.”

“Yeah,” James admitted. “Maybe I will kill you. Maybe I’ll blow your fucking head clean off your body. But pull the goddamn car over anyhow or I’ll shoot you while you drive.” 


After a few seconds, Elmer pushed the brake and turned the wheel. The brake pads touched the rotor. The tires slowed their rotation. The vehicle’s speed diminished. Rocks, dust and sand found new places to sit, and soon enough the car came to a full stop at the side of the highway. 


James coughed, still feeling the effects of the fire. “Get out,” he said, holding the gun tight. “And leave the keys in the ignition.”

“You’re not going to kill me?”

“How many times do I have to say it?”

“Until I believe you.”

“I don’t care what you believe. I just want the car.”

Elmer nodded, concealing a spiteful grin. He stepped outside.

“Okay.” James said, getting out of the car with him. “Now give me your shirt.”

“Why?” 


“Because I want it.”

After a moment of silence Elmer said, “I have two or three shirts in the back seat of the car. If you need a clean shirt to wear, I’d go with one of those. They’re clean enough for you. No blood.”

“Why do you have shirts in your car?”

“I don’t know. They’ve been back there for a month. Can I go now?”

James nodded. “Yeah. Get the fuck out of here.”

Elmer began walking down the highway, looking like he would return home on foot. 


“Wrong way,” James said, as he slid into the car. Then he whispered, “I can’t run you down if you walk that way.” When Elmer didn’t respond James yelled, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to kill your wife!” Then he shrugged his shoulders and drove off.

Elmer heard the apology and kept on walking. Under his breath he said, “Not as sorry as you’re gonna be you stupid psycho prick. You have no idea what I’m gonna do to you.” A few steps later Elmer noticed a butterfly with a broken wing shuffling along the road. He killed it with his foot, enjoying the sound on the insect crunching beneath his shoe. 


And in the sky above, dark clouds rolled across the horizon. The storm the weatherman had predicted was finally on its way.
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Elmer was a thief, a planner, a killer, an intellect, a rebel, and a fighter. But most of all––more than any of these things––he was a liar. He was good at it. He lied everyday, rarely speaking a word of truth. 


Most liars don’t know why they lie. Some do it for the thrill and some do it because they lack courage. Others try to avoid punishment or save face. Some don’t think clearly. Some don’t think.

Elmer was different; he had a philosophy––not that he cared to share it: The less they know, the better. It was a simple philosophy—very straightforward, very direct. Not the viewpoint of a saint but it served him well. 


Years ago, his mother was shot dead inside a Boston crack house. And on that day, after the news had made the rounds, Elmer changed. The idealistic young boy––who was known as David Timothy Camions at the time––disappeared. In return, the world received Dennis Wade, and Steven Beal, and Toby McBride, and Elmer Wright, and Michael Sapient. 


Lately it was Elmer.

Elmer wasn’t married to Tina. He barely knew her.

Tina was his customer––she bought pot from time to time. He had no feelings for the woman, no history either. They had been introduced one night in a bar. A nineteen-year-old drunk-punk named Terry set them up. He threw Terry a half bag of coke and a warped G. B. H. album and Terry landed him another semi-chronic. There was no late-night manger job at a coffee shop. No history of bingo. No Danny. No Beth. Every word that David Timothy Camions/Elmer Wright said was a stone cold lie. 


Tina looked confused when Elmer talked about the marriage and the children and the love that was fading between them. She was confused but knew enough to keep her big mouth shut. 


Lot of good it did her, Elmer thought. Stupid bitch.


 

* * * 



 

Over the ridge of a hill, Elmer noticed the growing shine of approaching headlights. The sky had not darkened much, and he could tell that the small blue car was fairly new, a Ford Focus perhaps. The young woman behind the wheel was twenty-two, maybe twenty-three. She was cute with short blonde hair; she had a thin face and a tan. 


And she was alone. 


How unfortunate.
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Elmer walked into the center of the lane smiling. His arms were above his head, giving slow welcoming gestures. He showed no signs of urgency, no hint of stress or unpleasant dramatics. This type of carefree technique worked best, Elmer found. It set people at ease.

Elmer considered killing a dance, an exchange, a personal expression played out between two people. And Elmer loved to dance. If it were up to him he would dance all night, every night. And for years Elmer had been refraining, denying his instinctive, intuitive thirst for killing––but no more. Meeting James and seeing Tina’s death put his finger on his past; it tweaked his thinking. Opportunity had knocked. If there was ever a time to lace up those dancing shoes, the time was now. He could get away with anything right now. It would all get blamed on James.


 

* * * 



 

The car slowed before it came to a rolling stop. 


The girl behind the wheel lowered her window. A puff of smoke escaped through the expanding aperture. She sat her cigarette onto the rim of the car’s metallic ashtray and adjusted her designer shades with long, well-manicured fingers. She leaned her head to one side and smiled affectionately. 


“Are you okay?” she said.

“My car,” Elmer responded. He approached the window with slow moving feet. He pointed down the road, shrugging his shoulders and lifting his hands. Then he rolled his eyes and laughed, acting like a happy-go-lucky klutz. He couldn’t help noticing the girl’s white bikini top. It was the smallest he’d seen in a while. “What’s your name?”

“Jennifer,” the girl said with a giggle. Her laughter was not full-sized, but it was there. Elmer had the fish on the hook; all he had to do was reel her in. 


“Hello, Jennifer.”

Jennifer was a hottie. Her stomach was fit, a small ring pierced her belly button and her muscular legs were tanned brown. She had a bracelet around her ankle. She wore a pair of tight white shorts and leather sandals; perfect beach attire for a young woman wearing a bikini top. 


Elmer smirked. He couldn’t believe this dumb bitch; she was flaunting her body like a freebasing whore. He wondered if she was on a low dosage of MDMA; he wondered what it would be like to watch her die. 


“Jennifer,” Elmer laughed. “I’m in a bit of a spot. My car… well… it’s a chunk of crap.” And with that, Elmer laughed again. He laughed like he had said the funniest joke of the day.

Jennifer’s smile expanded. She lifted her cigarette from the tray and closed her eyes while shaking her head playfully. “A chunk of crap huh? Well… that’s not too good, is it?”

“No, I suppose it isn’t.”

“Where’s the car? Down the road?”

“Yeah.”

“And you need a ride, is that it?”

Elmer pointed. “You see those trees up there? You see that big tree… it looks a little bigger than the others?”

Jennifer squinted, looking at the trees swaying in the wind. “Yeah, I think so.”

“The one with the… ah…” Elmer’s words trailed off. Frustration began to boil. He didn’t have time for this shit, not with James getting away. He needed to make a move. He needed to get going.

Jennifer said, “I’m not sure where you’re pointing, but I can help you out, I guess. If you need a ride.”

“Yeah. A ride would be great.”

Elmer smiled––and suddenly Jennifer’s smile fell from her face. 


There was something wrong with this man, she realized, something dreadfully wrong. His eyes looked dead, and maybe they were. He looked like a corpse, like his insides had begun to rot and stink––and the eyes are the windows to the soul. She had heard that many, many times. And this man had the eyes of the dead. 


A moment of insight came: this man isn’t a corpse, she thought, but a ghost. He died a long time ago. Or perhaps he died today, and that car he’s pointing at is wrapped around a tree. And he’s inside the damn thing, bleeding from the stomach with a broken neck and chunks of his skull smashed into his brain. But why would Jennifer think this way? Because something was wrong here. She could feel it. Hell, she could almost taste it.

Her eyes shifted; she looked at Elmer’s shirt. It was covered in blood. 


“Oh shit,” she said, fearing the absolute worst. “What are you?”

Reading her face adequately, he said, “I am your death, my dear. But you know that. Of course you do.”

It was a miracle she hadn’t figured him out earlier. 
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Elmer reached inside the car and grabbed Jennifer by the hair. He cranked her head to the left and pulled as hard as he could. Jennifer’s cigarette went flying and she screamed, thinking her skull would tear from her body. With her feet kicking the pedals, the floor, and that thing between the seats that guys working the automotive line call ‘the doghouse’, the car lurched forward and stalled. As it did, Elmer slammed Jennifer’s face against the window casing. Her nose broke and her sunglasses fell from her face. A thread of blood and snot gushed down her chin in a long pink runner, splashing against her white bikini top. The exposed portions of her breasts became shiny and red. 


Elmer twisted Jennifer’s head in an awkward, unnatural circle. Then he released his grip and opened the door. 


Jennifer, crying and panic-stricken, scrambled to the far side of the car. Her neck was on fire and her eyes watered. Her nose was flowing blood, which rivered through her fingers abundantly. “Why are you hurting me?” 


“Am I hurting you?” Elmer mocked with a heartless tone. He grinned like a shark. His eyes were coiled snakes. “I’m just getting started.” 


Jennifer begged and Elmer dragged her from the car by her feet. Her ankle bracelet broke and fell to the ground in a ball, a tiny mountain of gold. He straddled her, pinning her shoulders beneath him. As he punched her face and neck she cried and screamed at the top of her lungs––but it was useless. Elmer wouldn’t stop. He punched her until his knuckles were raw; he punched until he felt tired. And in time, when his muscles were sore, his stopped his battering and stood up. She didn’t. She lied in a pool of her own blood, quivering and shaking. He began kicking her then; he kicked her as hard as he could, again and again. She did nothing to stop him; she didn’t even raise a hand. He kicked until his feet felt numb––and when he finished he spat in her face and screamed in victory.

Elmer, panting, walked to the car and found the cigarette Jennifer had been smoking. He lifted it to his mouth and inhaled. The smoke didn’t taste great but he didn’t care. He earned it. 


He looked at his victim one last time. She was lying at the side of the road, unconscious. Her breathing had grown unstable and wheezy. Elmer assumed she was dying. 


“Sorry darling,” he said, standing above her, not feeling the least bit sorry. “But I’m in a bit of a hurry here. If I wasn’t we could spend all night together. I’d slice you into pieces.” 


He dropped the cigarette on top of her. Then he slid his fingers beneath her bikini-top and pulled on it with brute, careless force. Her top came off with ease and her breasts bounced free.

Jennifer’s eyes opened. She mumbled, “What are you…” 


“Shut up bitch,” Elmer said. He slapped her in the face with the back of his hand. Blood from her broken nose squirted into the air in a thin red line. 


Elmer felt himself getting excited. He ran a hand across her skin and pinched her nipples. He slid a hand beneath her shorts and assaulted her briefly, but he didn’t have time for this. No. Time was short. He needed to get moving.


Elmer dragged Jennifer away from the road. Her heels scraped along the asphalt; sandals fell from her feet. Blood clogged her nostrils and drained from her mouth. With five broken ribs and one bruised lung, she fell in and out of consciousness. Elmer released his grip; she fell, becoming submerged in the long, unkempt meadow. 


He kicked her twice more and returned to the car. An eighteen-wheeler roared past, followed by another. Elmer didn’t care. The truckers probably thought he was taking a leak, if they thought anything at all. He considered waving but decided against it. Unnecessary attention could only bring unwanted trouble. 


When he sat behind the wheel he found a huge ball of Jennifer’s keys hanging from the ignition and a pack of cigarettes sitting on the passenger seat next to an iPod. He lifted a cigarette from the pack and lit it. “Nice meeting you Jennifer. You’re a stupid slut… your mother would be proud.”

He drove down the empty road, scanning through radio stations. Most stations played garbage: Celine Dion, Eminem, Garth Brooks, Madonna, Mariah Carey––it was all the same pointless crap, just different genres. He hated it. All of those lying assholes with their cowboy hats and leather pants, their satin and silk, their bling-bling and their ching-ching––that shit made him sick. Thank fucking God there was one or two stations that played something good, he thought. And on the edge of that notion he found AC/DC. It wasn’t great but it wasn’t bad either. 


The song was Girls Got Rhythm.
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Elmer drove to King’s Diner. He pulled off the highway, turned off the radio and nuzzled the car next to a pump. Even though he was in the middle of nowhere, the air didn’t smell like nature; it smelled like cheap gasoline and greasy french-fries. He wondered which smelled worse.

Ignoring the oily scent, he pumped gas and sized-up his surroundings: there was an old woman with a dated yellow blouse sitting on a bench reading a C. S. Lewis paperback: The Silver Chair. There was a group of teenagers hanging around a dirty minivan. The van had a faded collection of Pearl Jam, Nirvana and STP stickers pasted to the back windows. He labeled the teenagers pot-smokers. Any other day he would have approached with an ounce or two, flashed it and offered a phone number. Not today though, not today. He saw a dog tied to a flagpole with no flag, and a young couple that seemed to be lovers. The couple walked hand in hand, strolling past the only eighteen-wheeler in the lot. The guy looked about twenty, maybe younger; he entered the restaurant first. And as his girlfriend followed him inside, Elmer saw the last thing he expected to see: his car sitting near the front door. He couldn’t believe his eyes.

But where was James? he wondered. Where has that psycho bastard gone?

Elmer paid the gas-attendant with ten bucks he had tucked in his back pocket. Thanks to James stealing his wallet, it was the last of his money, not counting a hand-full of change. 


A gust of wind nearly blew the bill from the attendant’s hand. 


He started the car, cruised across the parking lot and parked next to a dirty white pick-up that had seen better days. The pick-up sat next to a pay phone. 


He stepped out of the car, keeping an eye on the restaurant’s large windows. He dialed directory assistance and began sinking change into the slot. 


How many germs are on this thing? he wondered. Must be a hundred million of them.

The operator came onto the line sounding like the live version of a bleak recording. “Business or residential,” she said.

“Residential.”

“City?”

“Martinsville.”

“Who are you trying to reach?”

“Donald McGivney.”

“One moment please.”

As Elmer waited, he pumped more quarters into the phone. From where he was standing he could see James. 


James was sitting in a booth eating lunch, drinking a beer and looking out the window. He was dressed the same. He didn’t bother putting a clean shirt on. His hair was messy. His eyes were wild. He had dirt all over himself. In short, he looked like a maniac. 


Elmer smiled.

The operator returned. “Hello, sir?”

“Right here.”

“I have the number, would you like me to put you through?”

“Yes please.”

“One moment.”

Elmer heard the tone adjustment in the line before the phone rang twice. “Hello?”

“Is Don there?”

“Yep. You’ve got ‘em.”

“Hey Switch, it’s me.”

“Steel! Is that you man?”

“You know it.”

“What’s going on, brother? Hey, I saw you a couple hours ago.”

“Yep.”

“You were getting on the highway. Did you see me?”

“Yeah, I did.”

“Well thanks for waving, buddy. What’s up with that? You’re too cool for me? To cool for school… is that it? We used to be tight, remember…”

Elmer interrupted. “Switch, I need your help.”

The two men fell silent. Then Switch said, “You do?”

“Yeah.”

“Why? What’s up?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I’ve got time. I’m waiting for my coffee to brew.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah man. Let’s hear it.”

Elmer took a deep breath, wondering how to explain the day’s events. He wasn’t sure if he could do the story justice; everything had been too crazy. He said, “You know what’s been happening today, right?”

“No, what?”

“You don’t know?”

“You mean around town?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh… yeah, I know a little, but I don’t know much. I saw a couple cop cars with their cherries flashing. Why, are you in trouble again? You did something bad and you need a place to hide out. Is that it?”

“I’m not in trouble, not this time.”

“Well that’s good.”

“Switch,” Elmer said, shuffling his feet beneath him. “I need your help. I need to kill a man.”
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Switch chuckled. “Oh man… it’s like that, is it?”

“It’s like that.”

The conversation fell into an awkward lull. Then Switch changed his demeanor and spoke like a disgruntled high school teacher that was giving the gears to the school bully. 


“Get your head out of your ass,” he said. “The last thing you need is another murder rap. You want that kind of heat, really? What are you, stupid? Forget it man; forget it. Burn the fucker’s house down if you have to but don’t kill him. It’s not worth it. Trust me on this, will ya? Right now you’re not thinking straight.”

“I have to kill him. There’s no other way.”

“Why?”

“I just do.”

“No you don’t, you can walk away. Remember all those books and seminars that we––”

“Fuck that,” Elmer retaliated. He suddenly felt a surge of anger.

“Why?” Switch asked with a voice that was forceful and controlling. “You can walk away man, you know you can.”

“Not this time.”

 “Okay,” Switch huffed. “Fine. But you can do this without my help.”

“Sure I can, but I don’t want to. I want to make it last, you know what I’m sayin’? I’m going to enjoy killing this bastard, and I wanna share the moment with a friend, with someone I trust.”

Switch laughed and softened his approach. “Holy shit man, you’re pissed.”

“Yeah. That’s why I’m callin’ you.”

Taking a deep breath and the time to reconsider his values, Switch said, “You know I’ll be there when you really need me. I’m always there for you. You’re like a brother to me, and my mother thinks the world of you. But… I need a good reason to help you out on this one man, ‘cause I’m clean, you know? I’m not risking my future the way you’ve been. No offence, but you know what I mean. I’m not buying, I’m not selling, and I’m not wearing any colors. I’m clean man; I’m clean. They’ve got nothin’ on me these days. Nothin’ real anyhow… and it feels good. I feel like I’ve got my life back.”

“Yeah right.”

“Honest.”

Elmer rolled his eyes. “Well, that’s good to hear. Good for you, brother. Good for you.” 


“So tell me… what did this guy do?” 


“Say hello to your mother for me.”

“Fuck,” Switch said. “You’re impossible. Don’t give me that courtesy bullshit and don’t change the topic. What did this guy do to get you so upset?”

Elmer raised an eyebrow and looked across the parking lot. His car was in the same spot as before. It was unoccupied, and James was still inside. Things were still in order; he had time. 


“The asshole put a gun to my head and threatened my life. Then he killed two people and lifted my wheels.”

“He killed people?”

“Killed the girl I was hangin’ with right in front of me, the fuckin’ prick. He’s going down. With or without your help, I can’t let this one slide. This bastard has got to go.”

“He killed your girl?”

“She wasn’t my girl, but he didn’t know that. He thought the bitch was with me and he didn’t care. He smoked her with a shotgun.”

“Oh man… that’s crazy shit!” 


“That’s what I’m tellin’ you. This motherfucker… you know what else he did? The prick took my phone and my wallet. He probably snaked a thousand bucks!”

“For real?”

“Uh-huh. I made a couple sales today. There’s no doubt about that.”

“Oh shit, did you see him do it? Kill the girl, I mean––did you see him?”

“I was standing right there, man. I was standing right fucking there. This is front-page news, you know what I’m sayin’? He probably killed five people today. The guy’s a psycho.”

“Fuck me.”

“That’s right, now you’re getting’ it. Now you’re catching what I’m telling you.”

Switch had to admit, he was beginning to see a whole new picture. “Okay, okay. So, assuming I help––do you know where this guy is?”

Elmer laughed. “That’s the good news bro. He’s right in front of me.”
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James finished his meal, scooted out of the restaurant and drove. 


Elmer followed at a safe distance, making directional notes along the way. He checked Jennifer’s purse, which had been sitting in the backseat. It was loaded with all kinds of junk including a wallet and a cell phone. The phone had plenty of juice. The wallet had sixty-five bucks and a Visa card. Elmer figured the Visa would be safe for a day or two, if he was smart about it.

After an hour, James made two sharp turns within a mile of each other and pulled the car onto a dirt road that led to Debra’s cottage. Elmer trailed him until the very end. Then he called Switch.

“Hello.”

“Hey Switch. It’s me.”

“You get there yet?”

“Yep.”

“Great… where are you?”

“It looks like I’m at this guys cottage. Have you left yet?”

“Yeah,” Switch lied. “I just walked out the door.”

“Did you get everything?”

“I got everything you asked for and a whole lot more.”

“Nice. I’m guessing you want directions, so call me when you’re closer and I’ll give ‘em to you.”

“Sure buddy. Whatever you say.” 



 

* * * 



 

After the conversation, Switch called his mother. He told her the situation and she gave him some advice. She was good like that, always had been. She said, “Donald, I love you and I don’t want to see you getting in more trouble. But you should do what’s right and calling the police is something that needs to be done. This is a police matter; it’s big-time. Problem is, the police aren’t going to be careful or delicate. They’re going to jump to some unmerited conclusions and connect poor David (she knew Elmer as David) with these murders and the press will have a field day. His life will be ruined… again. And he’s come such a long way since they’ve released him. He’s tried so hard, you both have. Calling the police would be like sending your friend back to lockup. Somehow it doesn’t seem fair. But like I said, this is big-time. I think you should try to talk some sense into him. Go to the cottage and straighten him out. And if that doesn’t work, do what you must… call the cops before he does something he’ll regret forever.” 


The conversation went back and forth awhile, and when it was over his mother wept. “A good boy, that Donald. He sure is a good boy.”
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James parked near a large birch tree, not thirty feet from the cottage door. He killed the engine and stepped outside. The summer air had a sweet, unsullied eminence. The grass had grown long and green. Best of all, the driveway was empty. It was a good sign. 


He walked to the porch and then tilted a large stone on its side. He reached his hand beneath it, retrieving a single key. Then he looked over his shoulder and opened the door. The cottage was empty. 


“Thank goodness,” James whispered. 


After a quick bathroom break, James cracked a beer (there was always plenty of beer) and called Debra.

“Hello?”

“Hey,” James said. “It’s me.”

“Oh, hi. You still at the restaurant?”

“Nope. I’m at the cottage now. Just got here. Are you still coming?”

“Yeah. I just left.”

“Cool. How long ‘til you show up?”

“It’ll be two hours, maybe longer. It might rain tonight you know.”

“Oh yeah, I know. That sucks.”

“Yeah, it does. And I had to deal with the police… so, I’m running late.”

“How was that?”

“It was awful.”

“Are you okay?” 


“Yeah, but I don’t want to talk and drive. I hate doing that. I’ll talk to you when I get there, alright? I’ll tell you everything.”

“Sure babe. Whatever you say.”

“’Kay. See you soon.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too. Bye.”

“Debra?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks.”

“No problem. I’ll see you in two hours.”

When James hung up the phone he thought about killing Debra with a chainsaw; he thought about it for a long time. Then he went outside and looked in the shed. There was no chainsaw; all he found was an axe. It would have to do. 


He decided to chop off her head.
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Jennifer McCall’s face was swollen; she had bruises on both sides of her neck. When she opened her eyes, her sight was blurry and shadowed. The dirt and blood in her mouth was thick enough to create paste.

As she ran her fingers along her belly, she began to cry. She rolled onto her side, taking the pain the best she could. Seeing her chest exposed, she feared the worst. But she didn’t remember being raped. Of course, that didn’t mean that it didn’t happen. Anything could have happened, anything at all. 


A car drove past. 


With a great deal of effort Jennifer pushed herself to her elbows. The grass beneath her was sticky with blood. 


My blood, she thought. This is my blood. I’m at the side of the road, bleeding and beaten. How did it come to this?

She could see the forest, and the highway that was less than forty feet away. 


“Where am I?” She tried to mumble, but it came out all wrong, like her mouth was filled with cotton. She tried to stand but it was impossible. 


Memories came in a lump: she had been attacked. She had been––raped? Is that what happened?

Another car zipped past. 


Jennifer rolled onto her stomach and the pain became worse. Five minutes later a wave of darkness came, taking Jennifer away.
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The Bakisi followed the scent of the man into Debra’s complex. It entered silently, following the blood that perfumed the air. The building had so many confusing smells, more than the ambassador was accustomed to. But the pungent scent of the man that it hunted was strong and the Bakisi stayed on track. Through trial and error it found its way to the fifth floor. 


The man-scent was strong on the fifth; fresh blood had been spilled.

It approached Debra’s home. The gateway was closed but it did not matter. The Bakisi was capable of entering through the smallest openings. The insignificant space beneath the door was more than sufficient. 


It entered the dwelling and ingested a new scent: the woman scent. 


The woman scent was strong here, inside this man-dwelling. It was stronger than all other scents. It was stronger than the man scent. But the man, it knew, had been here many times. The man spent days and nights; he had loved here––but the man had gone.

The Bakisi re-entered the hallway. It detected a man with a loaded gun inside his holster. This armed warrior was protecting something familiar, something that was masked heavy with imitation aroma. 


It was a woman; she was filled with terror and dread.

Now the Bakisi understood.

The woman had been with the man today. And feared the man. And hated the man. And couldn’t stop thinking about the things he had done, and the things he was still doing, for she had a brush with death. And death, the Bakisi decided, would come to the woman. It would come to the woman and to all that had crossed paths with the man the Bakisi was hunting. 
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Officer Gentry felt his head bob. For a moment, he had fallen asleep. He repositioned his feet and pushed himself into a more stable position. Then he shook his head, rubbed his face and tried to sit straight. 


He checked his watch.

Gentry had two more hours before his shift would end, two more hours before he would be free to go home––and fight with his wife.

Sigh.

He hated days like these. They were so boring. And today shouldn’t have been boring. Today, the town was fallen apart. There had been murders and fires and mass hysteria. Today was a big day, and he was bored to death.

Suddenly the hallway became cold. 


Gentry saw a shadow creep across the floor. But that couldn’t be right. He was alone and tired. It was nothing––had to be nothing. There was nothing in the hallway. He was sure of it.

But it was cold.

The door rattled and the coldness dissipated.

Maybe it’s me, Officer Gentry thought. Maybe I’ve lost my way. 
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The Bakisi entered the apartment. The frightened one sat alone on a couch; the hunted-man was not here. The hunted-man had never been here. But his scent was here. It was with her, with the frightened one––even though she had washed him away. 


There were two more––a man and a woman––hiding within organic scents: vegetable scents, plant scents. They were veiled in the smoldering essence of animal death. And the animal was inside a machine, a hot machine. The man and woman called this machine oven. 


The Bakisi did not recognize the word ‘oven’, but it recognized the scent of the slain beast. And thus, it felt anger.
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James was tired. He finished his beer, sat on the couch and leaned his head against a decorative pillow. The pillow, like most throw pillows, wasn’t comfortable. It was old and hard and it had strange dirty lumps inside. But that was okay; James didn’t want to sleep, he wanted to be awake. And aware.

After a few minutes slipped passed, James removed his pants; they were filthy. His legs had cuts, scrapes, bruises, and bites. He ran his fingers across the wounds, the physical proof to the day’s events. He considered Johnny’s words: a Bokor Incantation.

Jesus, he thought. What a mess.

James grabbed another beer. After swallowing half the bottle he wrote ‘Bokor Incantation’ on the back page of a newspaper so he’d remember. 


Maybe Debra would know the meaning.

He sat his beer on the coffee table and held the axe close to his heart. 


He thought about chopping off some fingers and flushing them down the toilet. He thought about disconnecting the toilet and throwing it in the lake. He thought about drowning himself in the lake and putting an end to it all. He thought about ice cream. Then he placed his head on the rough edges of the pillow and felt his consciousness fade. As his eyes narrowed he remembered the warning––Try not to dream. Whatever you do, try not to dream… 



Johnny had said that before pulling the trigger.

Johnny… 


James began to weep. Not because he was in pain, or because he was afraid, but for Johnny, Mathew, and Tina. He killed Tina; he shot her dead. And killing Tina was no accident. It was an impulse. It was desire. Robert Frost would call it design––The pull of his finger was the spider of the appalling darkness, governed in a thing so small. 


He wept for twenty minutes, then fell in terrible slumber. 



 


 

73


 

Mia Powell sat in a comfortable change of clothing, wedged into the corner of her designer couch. She drank coffee and watched television, thinking about James––or more specifically––about what James had done.

James pulled the trigger accidentally, she thought. Maybe.

She saw the flinch in his eyes and the surprised look on his face. It seemed possible that he didn’t mean to kill the man that looked like a cowboy. The cowboy was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and James was startled. Not that it made things better, it didn’t. A man was still dead. And so was Tina, from what the police had said. 


She wondered, why did he kill her? Did he mean to do it? Was it an execution? Did she attack him? 


The killing was by far the most violent thing she had ever witnessed. The man’s stomach exploded like a bomb had gone off. She was glad she didn’t see Tina die. 


Stories of tragedy: life flashing before your eyes; time falling into slow motion. 


It was different for Mia; everything happened so fast. The explosion of blood and guts, the unexpected pain, the terror, the boom of the shotgun, and the sudden face of death––it was all over before she knew what had happened.

She sat her coffee down. Feeling a little cold, Mia pulled a blanket over her legs. Then the temperature fell drastically. 


“Hey Mom?” She said, raising her voice so her mother would hear. “Is it getting cold in here, or is it just me?”
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Elmer waited for the sun to set and the moon to rise. Then he traveled from cottage to cottage until he found his car sitting beneath the birch tree. 


This was the place. 


Not wanting an unexpected phone call, Elmer turned off Jennifer’s cell and snuck between two buildings, which were sixteen feet apart. Walking across a slight slope, he headed towards a pair of windows and then peaked inside. He found two empty bedrooms. After checking a third window he found James in plain view. He was in the living room, asleep on the couch. 


Elmer smiled; he wondered if he should wait for Switch or make a move. 


Making a move now would be fun, he thought. But waiting for Switch would be safe. 


Although the decision had not yet been made, he put his hands on the window and pushed. The window didn’t budge. He pushed a second time. 


Then a twig snapped. 


An old man with a heavy German accent said, “Who goes there?” This was Franco; he lived next door.

Elmer spun around, grabbed Franco by the throat and clutched his windpipe with sadistic intentions. 


Being unexpectedly attacked, Franco staggered back and fell. 


Elmer held tight and stayed with him. “Shut the fuck up,” he whispered, now lying on top. “You’ll ruin everything.l ruin e䀝

As Franco kicked his feet and waved his hands, Elmer squeezed his neck harder. He could feel grease on the man’s neck and hairs scattered around his fingers. 


What am I doing with this guy? he wondered. What do I want to do with this guy? Set him free? Knock him out? Say sorry?

The instinctive voice inside his head answered: kill him. Do it now. Do it quickly. Kill the bastard and drink his blood.

Elmer squeezed his fingers tight, making them hurt. Then he bit Franco’s face like an animal. The old man’s aged flesh tore easily; veins bulged and his eyes widened. Soft tissue became the ruins of waste. Elmer bit into him again and his teeth scraped across cheekbone. 


Franco squirmed. Blood ran down his face and pooled beneath. His heart was pounding and he couldn’t breathe. His neck was under great strain, due to the strange position he was laying. He knew it would soon break. This was the end. He could feel it in his soul.

Then came a voice. “Franco?” 


It was the voice of his wife, but was she strong enough to save him?


 

* * * 



 

Helga wore pink slippers and an old robe. Her gray hair was sitting in a bob high upon her head. She was eighty-four years old and spoke with a slight stutter. Some days the stutter was none-existent. Other days it was so bad that she hardly said a word. Tonight was a good night; her stuttering was running about 20% less than usual, which was fine by her. The doctors all agreed that her condition was caused by genetics, although she didn’t see how that was possible. As far as she knew, no one else in her family had every suffered from such an affliction. And she never stuttered as a child. It was only now, living in these twilight years. She often wondered if she had suffered a stroke and somehow missed it. 


“Franco,” She repeated. “Are you here? Are you au-alright?” 


Elmer shifted his weight and snapped Franco’s neck. Then he loosened his grip, letting the corpse settle. He could smell the last breath the old man released; it smelled nice, like mint. With the back of his hand he wiped a string of blood from his face, smudging it along his arm.

He never intended on killing these people––these old people. But sometimes life is funny; sometimes things get handed to you on a blood-drenched silver platter, sometimes life offers a deliciously wonderful gift. Or two.

Thank you, he thought. 


But like all atheists, he had nobody to thank.
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James was on security tapes, identified, sought after and waiting conviction. So when the police arrived at Debra’s door, she allowed them to search her ap artment. When they asked questions, she gave answers, telling them about the phone calls, the car accident and her limited knowledge concerning the murders. She didn’t really care one way or another, and figured it made no difference. The police were not wondering who did it––they were wondering how and why and where is the suspect hiding. 


Debra drove to the cottage thinking these things and more. An arrogant, loud-mouthed officer had told her to stay close to home, enjoying his authority and grinning like he owned the planet. Debra quickly agreed, and assured the man that she was not going anywhere––not that her word meant anything. 


As she drove the empty back-road highways, she kept her eyes on the rearview mirror. She assumed the cops were following her and that keeping an eye on the suspect’s girlfriend was standard police procedure. Maybe it was and maybe it wasn’t, but either way, she was not being followed. There was nothing behind her but the road. But Debra––being a mildly creative person––constructed scenarios inside her mind: the sky was loaded with helicopters, a roadblock awaited; she was being monitored by satellite. 


Of course, none of these things were true. Debra was alone.

She watched the road meticulously, with her stomach tied into a ball of nerves. Still, there was no police chase, no roadblocks, and no swat-team flying helicopters in the satellite-monitored sky. She was free to run, free to hide, free to tie a noose and hang––and for what––a boyfriend that was going to jail, a relationship that was about to end, a love that didn’t exist? 


She deserved better. 


Tears formed in her eyes. She felt the first of many sobs and a quiver inside her chest. Crying was inescapable. She had earned it, or to be more accurate, she had been given this grief without request. It was a gift from her problem-ridden asshole boyfriend, a gift she did not want. 


The pain was hers now. Tears came in thick beads. They dripped from her face and blurred her vision. Her chest was heaving; her throat began making those awful, horrid noises that can only come from anguish. The make-up she applied so carefully had become a smudged, nightmarish mess. And as she cried, she began to hate him. She hated what James had done and what he had reduced her to. It was his fault she was like this. Everything was his fault. 


How could they spend a life together now? It was impossible. The damage was done. The future they planned had fallen apart.

“You’re such a jerk,” she whispered between sobs. 


Then the lights of her car hit something unusual. 


Crouched into a ball at the side of the road was an animal. No. Wait. Not an animal––a young woman. And she wasn’t crouched; she was sitting. Sitting at the side of the highway with bruised legs that were spread wide. One hand covered her naked chest. Her other hand was held up in a sad, struggling wave.

Debra drove past the woman and her sequence of odious thought was lost.
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After two high-pitched screams in a row, Officer Gentry leapt from his chair and pulled out his gun. He opened the door to Mia’s condo looking strangely comical, like a character from a 1970’s TV show that was exaggerating his movements for the camera. He saw Mia standing near the kitchen; her hands were shaking and trembling. Then came a third scream and Mia backed away from the room. 


“Oh God,” she said. “Look.”

Gentry ran to the kitchen and saw Mia’s mother lying in a runners pose. Her neck was twice broken and her head was cocked against the wall. A rope of blood had drained from her mouth, leaving an almost blacken opaque-like lumpy puddle. 


Seeing this, Gentry’s stomach turned. He had never seen a dead body, at least, not in the line of duty.

In the corner of the room Mia’s father William was fighting a losing battle. He had a shattered leg and several broken fingers. Unseen razors shredded his face. He tried to speak but his voice had taken on a rumbling, machine-like quality, reminiscent of a lawnmower coming to a gagging halt.

“Do something,” Mia whispered.

Officer Gentry turned towards her; his face was pale and grave. “What can I do?”

“Stop it,” she said. “Stop this from happening.”

Officer Gentry hesitated; he was afraid. This wasn’t a chapter in any police book he read, nor was it the topic of dispatch discussion. This was a whole new thing. And he was a paycheck cop, not an unsung hero. 


Gentry pointed his gun towards William and the violence suddenly ended. William’s hands dropped to the floor and Mia ran to his side. A second later cold air brushed by Gentry, who felt goose bumps cultivating his legs. 


“Oh dad,” Mia was saying. “Are you alright?”

The Bakisi was standing on the counter now, sizing up Mia and Gentry. They didn’t know they were being watched; they didn’t know what was happening. 


Neither Mia nor Gentry had considered the notion that ‘something unknown’ was with them. Mia was too shocked and Gentry figured William had killed his wife and then sliced himself up somehow. Of course, this didn’t quite fit; it wasn’t what he’d seen. But then again, what he saw was impossible. And he was tired. And his wife was making him crazy. And his mind was playing tricks on him. And his shift was almost over. And he wanted to go home.

With so many excuses ready for action, Gentry’s memory turned against him. He tried to find something logical to believe in. He tried to find a suitable answer––the perfectly square peg for this flawlessly round hole. There was a battle. And William was in the corner with blood across his face and chest; he had broken fingers and a shattered leg. How could a man do that to himself Gentry wondered, and why on earth would he?

As Gentry lowered his gun, William opened one of his eyes. The other eye was puffed shut and would not open. Ever. 


William said, “We’re not alone.”

Then Gentry made a decision, the wrong one. He pointed his gun at William’s chest and said, “Sir. Don’t move.”

“What?” Mia barked in anger. “Are you crazy? My father’s hurt and my mother’s dead! Call the hospital!”

As Gentry considered her words, the Bakisi attacked.
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James dreamt as he slept. Inside his dreams he could see those he had killed, and those he watched die. He also suffered a discovery of fatality, a discovery of bereavement. The journey started at Johnny’s house… 



 

* * * 



 

The gun went off and Johnny died. He sat there in the chair for a moment, unmoving. He didn’t fall; he lifted his head. His eyes were red and bulging. Smoke drifted from his nose and the bubbly hole on the flipside of his skull. A stream of blood, teeth, and charred tongue, ran from his mouth, his gums, and down his chin. It seemed to flow forever––like a film clip, edited and looped. 


Then the image changed; the loop changed. 


Johnny stood up. He stepped away from the chair that had become soaked in blood. A lump of soft, wet tissue fell from the back of his skull. As the meat hit the floor his feet began moving with strange uncharacteristic ineptness, as if his intellect had fallen below any logical level, below the echelon of instinct. He walked past the police officers that stood in his living room drinking coffee, taking notes and snapping photographs. They didn’t see him; no one could see him. 


Only James could see Johnny, the living corpse. 


Johnny fumbled his way outside and walked along Tecumseh Street alone. The street was quiet, the air was still, sound was non-existent. There was something on the road ahead: Doctor Anson. A car had run him down; his chest was crushed.

Johnny laid his hand on Anson, then kept walking.

Anson’s dry unmoving eyes opened. He stood up, put a hand to his chest and hobbled along behind Johnny. His back was clearly broken; he was in agony.

On the road ahead a crowd had gathered. Johnny and Anson entered the swaying mass of men, woman and children, walking past an excited dog, a lanky black man that was dialing a number on his cell phone, and two teenagers that seemed ready to fight. They walked past a fat man that rubbed his giant knuckles into an open fist. They walked past a man with green eyes that was close to hysterics. Still, there was no sound. Not even a trace of noise could be heard. James could see that people’s eyes were focused on a single house; the bungalow James had crashed into. The fire had been put out. Only the smallest threads of smoke filtered into the heavens through the blackened wreckage. 


Johnny and Anson stumbled up the hose-wet driveway. The crowd didn’t look, didn’t notice. James––the only person that could see the dead staggering into the bungalow––watched from a perspective that swung from viewpoint to viewpoint, changing with independent will. Sometimes he would be above Johnny and Anson, a bird’s eye-view. Other times he would be in front, watching the blood flow down Johnny’s face. But now––as Johnny and Anson entered the home––James seemed to be floating behind them. He watched the streaks of smoke drifting through Johnny’s skull. 


The men slumped past officers, firemen, and a man that looked like a politician. They entered the living room through the clutter of the front door and stood near the wreckage. 


James could see the car, the debris, and the nearly incinerated bodies of two children that were lying among the soot in strange undefined heaps. He could see the children’s mother, her fried corpse. 


Johnny touched his hand upon each of them, one at a time. The skeletal remains revealed the mysteries of their ruins. The bones and blackened innards that had endured the fire came together. Bodies without flesh began standing, shifting, walking.

James continued floating; he watched from a new angle. 


The dead walked into a room where two more children lay: a four-year-old boy and a five-year-old girl. James hadn’t seen these two before; this was new. They were not burned. No, these two children had suffocated; they had drowned inside the poisonous air. 


Johnny laid his hand upon each child, first the boy, then the girl. 


With Johnny’s touch the children opened their frozen eyes, aloof with unquestioning death. Behind the stone glare James saw a congregation of fear. It was a fear unknown to the living, a fear that was as deep as the sky above the sky and the universe that encased it. The children, alive but dead, were afraid and pathetic. Their faces and hands were charred from the smoke. Dried tears had carved lines of semi-cleanliness in their cheeks. 


Johnny held the youngest by the hand and all seven of them left the house. They moved through the crowd, crossed the street, and entered a backyard. 


Stan and Emily were lying in a bloody, tangled pile. Stan’s throat had been torn from his neck and his right leg had been broken. Emily’s eyes had been pushed into her brain; her bottom lip hung severed from her face. 


Both husband and wife awoke from their slumber and followed in silence, limping in Johnny’s shadow, and guided by Johnny’s hand. 


Nine bodies now, they walked through the backyard in a cracked row and crawled the fence in anguish. They crossed the schoolyard and entered the school. Inside the gymnasium four more waited in death. A thirteenth and fourteenth rose from the hallway. A fifteenth came from the schoolyard; a sixteenth and seventeenth joined from the parking lot. 


Then came Nash, the tattooed man that had been pulled through the car window. His neck had been broken; his head was twisted in circles and pulled free. It hung by a thick, meaty thread. His face banged off the small of his back as he walked. Blood poured on the ground behind him, leaving a messy trail.

The dead walked across town; they entered Debra’s complex. 


Johnny extended his hand twice more.

As Tina stood, the Johnny Cash wannabe opened his eyes. With a broken spine he lifted himself to his feet. The pair followed this grisly spectacle holding hands, for Cash had no center of balance, and Tina––no eyes to see. 


There were twenty-one bodies in all, moving in a scattered cluster. Johnny no longer gathered corpses, no longer hunted the dead. That part of the journey was finished now; a new chapter had begun.

They walked from town together, leaving Martinsville behind. They walked the empty roads and the dark highways. And James recognized those long terrible roads, those thin, empty highways. It was the path to Debra’s cottage. 


The dead were coming. 


The dead were coming tonight.
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As Elmer stood up, Helga saw Franco lying on the ground. His eyes were open and blank. Blood was smeared across his face. 


Eyes locked in place, she gasped, “What have yu-you d-d-done?” 


Helga couldn’t believe what she was seeing. She never heard the struggle between the two men, and the last thing she expected was this. Moments ago she was making tea; she wondered if Franco had wanted a cup and stepped outside on a whim. Truth was, when she offered him coffee or tea he always said yes. Asking was just a formality. It was part of the routine.

“Franco’s dead,” Elmer said.

Helga looked away from her dead husband, into the eyes of the maniac. “But why? Wha-why would you d-do this? He did nothing to you!” 


Elmer stepped over the corpse and into the moonlight. The clouds in the sky changed position and the light between them all but vanished. The wind blew a forceful gust and Helga stepped back. A fly landed on her face and she swatted it away. 


“What are you doing?” she asked. “Get out of here. Leave us au-alone!”

She saw Elmer’s mouth. Blood was dripping from his chin; he looked like a vampire. She considered running but it didn’t take a genius to figure out that an elderly lady running away from a psychopath in the dark was a pointless endeavor. He was too young and she was too old. He’d catch her quickly and kill her soon after. 


But what other options did she have? 


She could fight, but she’d lose. She could scream, and hope to be saved. Or she could talk to the man. She could try to reason with a psychotic killer. Her choices were terrible.

“Listen,” Helga said nervously, backing away as she spoke. 


“No. You listen.” Elmer said, keeping pace with her footsteps. “I’m going to kill you and I’m going to enjoy it. I’m going to snap your neck with my hands.”

“You don’t hu-have to do that.”

“I know.”

“Then why do it? For the the-the-thrill?”

“I can’t let you go, lady. Not now. You’ve seen my face. You’ve seen my work.”

“I can’t see anything. I’m old… and it’s dark out here. I don’t nu-know who you are or what you’ve d-done. I don’t know au-anything.”

“That’s too bad, ‘cause it doesn’t matter.”

“Sure it does!”

“Not to me.”

“You can turn au-away right now. You can leave me au-alone. The Lord will pa-punish you if you don’t follow in his fa-fa-footsteps.”

Elmer giggled; the woman was hilarious. Sometimes her cheeks puffed out and sometimes her eyes bulged and sometimes her lips looked like they were pinned together with a clothespin. Call NBC; this old broad needed her own sitcom. 


“The Lord’s not here, lady,” Elmer said. “He stays away from me most of the time. In fact, he’s never around when I need him and I don’t think he’ll be around when you need him. Honestly now, do you?”

“Oh yes… he is h-here! The Lord is here. And he’s wa-watching you. He’s watching us! The Lord is everywhere. He’s here right now and he pa-pap-punishes the wicked!” Helga couldn’t help it; she spit in the air trying to say the word ‘punishes.’

Elmer smirked. “I’m afraid not.”

“His word is not to b-b-be questioned!”

“You’re trying to talk me down, scare me a little… is that it?”

“I’m trying to reason with you. For Gu-Gu-God’s sake, think about your soul! You’re better ta-than this. Don’t think for a minute that you can do au-as you please, killing and terrorizing and d-doing all the terrible things that you’ve been du-doing, and then what? Will you sit among the faithful at the end of your d-du-days? It doesn’t wa-work that way, although so many think that it does. You can’t say, Lord I’m sa-sar-sorry… sorry, on your deathbed and expect all to be forgotten. You can’t. You just can’t. Repent now and be saved now, for the Lord disciplines the wicked. He saves the m-merciful. Beg his forgiveness right here, right n-n-now, for it is not too late to follow in the footsteps of the Lord. Once the bell tolls there’ll be no more fu-fu-footsteps to fa-follow, can’t you see that? You can’t follow his word when the sermon is over. Follow his w-word now, and he will la-la-lead you to the Promised Land!”

“Fuck that. You’re trying to escape. But you’re too old to run, and too smart not to know it. Frankly, I’m impressed. But I’m smart too, and I’m not falling for it.”

Still backing away, Helga said, “But the Lord––”

“It’s not going to work, lady. You need a new angle.”

“I don’t want to die,” she blurted out, more afraid now than before. She didn’t realize it, but she had stopped thinking about her husband. The shock of his death had come and gone very quickly. And religion, she discovered, wasn’t the solution she was looking for. It was a tool that wasn’t working, the wrong approach. He was right; she needed a new angle. “I don’t want to die. Not here, not b-by your hand.”

“I don’t know if you realize this or not, you stupid stuttering whore… but I don’t care. This isn’t about what you want. This is about what I want.”

“Please, b-be reasonable.”

“But it’s your time to die. And I am being reasonable. Let me enlighten you on a thing or two. First of all, there is no God.”

“O-oh yes t-there is.”

“No. There isn’t. Think about it. This planet has been here for billions of years. People have been evolving for millions of years, long before organized religion. You say that ‘two-thousand years ago Jesus came!’ But two-thousand years ain’t squat when you’re talking about the big picture. What happened to all the people born before Jesus, huh? No heaven for them, I guess. What a rip-off.”

“You d-don’t under… s-s-s-stand! It was Jesus ta-that––”

“No! You don’t understand. I’m going to kill you, and when I die there won’t be a bearded man wearing a toga standing at the golden gates wondering why I would do such a thing. End of story.”

Helga kept walking. She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know what to say. This guy wasn’t kidding around. He was planning on killing her, and he was going to enjoy it. Oh God, how do you reason with that?

“Where do you think you’re going,” Elmer said with a sneer. “You’re going to do a little backwards fancy-step all the way to New Jersey? Is that it?”

“Maybe. I don’t want to da-da-die today.”

“But you’re going to. That’s the bitch of it.” 


“What cu-cu-can I do to change your m-mind? Tell me, and I’ll do it! You can ha-have anything that you want. You can hu-have everything.”

“You can stop moving away from me. How about that?”

“No. I can’t do that ta-that.”

“Why not?”

“You’ll grab me, and with the Lord as m-my witness, I believe you’ll kill m-me.”

“That’s inevitable, I’m afraid.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

“But it is.” Elmer wrinkled his nose and slowed his pace. “Can I ask you something, lady?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, then. Be straight with me. This is your house, right? This isn’t some summer home… you’re here all year around, aren’t you?”

Helga swallowed back her lies, then nodded. “Yes.”

“Do you have any guns inside? I need a gun.” As Helga’s expression changed, Elmer knew the answer. A poker player she was not. “You do, don’t you? You’ve got one.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“You’re lying.”

“Stay out of ma-ma-my house.”

“Where is it?”

“I’ll nu-nu-never tell you anything. I’ll never tell you w-where they are.”

Elmer giggled. “They? How many do you have, lady? A whole trunk full, apparently.”

Helga took one step too many and her balance shifted. She fell off a three-foot ridge, landed hard against the beach and expelled a grunt. Elmer, who laughed as she fell, stood at the edge of the drop off looking down at her, wind at his side. As his laughter tapered, he watched Helga in admiration, feeling his excitement building inside; he loved anticipation. It was the best.

“You’re a smart woman,” he said, nodding his head and licking his lips. “Very smart, and very well spoken for a stuttering whore. A bit too church-lady for me, but over all, I’m impressed. Congrats.”

Helga was moaning now. The unexpected fall injured her back. 


“Any last words?” 


Helga felt a tear roll down her cheek. She thought about her situation. She thought about her life. She thought about her husband lying dead in a pile with his face ripped apart and she pushed that thought away. If she was about to have a conversation with Saint Peter she wanted to make sure the last thing she said here on earth would earn his blessing. She inhaled a deep breath and wiped the tears from her eyes. With her chin out and her hands balled into fists, she said, “The Lord is my Shepard. There is n-n-nothing I shall want.” 


Then she screamed.


 


 

79


 

Debra drove another eight seconds before she finally stopped the car. With her arm resting behind the seat, she backed up. She had just driven past a woman on the road, and the woman needed help. But the road was dark and she couldn’t see much. And Debra’s wasn’t a great driver, at least not when driving in reverse, without her glasses––at night. 


She expected to see the girl right away but never did. Finally she stopped the car, opened the door and stepped outside. The wind was blowing, causing her hair to fall in front of her eyes. 


She held her hair back with her hand, and said, “Hello! Is anybody out there?” No response. “Hello!”

Debra eyed the side of the road, the trees and the dark, haunting branches they were swaying in the not-so-gentle breeze, thinking, what did I see? Maybe it was an animal, or maybe… 



She jumped back into the driver’s seat and turned the car around. Tires crunched the gravel. She drove along the darkening highway slowly, watching the side of road the best she could. The glow of the headlights brightened the road and the grass and all that was around it. Then, when she was beginning to think that she had imagined the girl, she saw something. It looked like a ghost. She held her breath and focused on the image. No… it wasn’t a ghost. It was the girl; she was sitting at the edge of the road holding her knees against her chest.

Debra parked the car. As she stepped outside Jennifer looked up. Her body was shaking and her cheeks were swollen. Her nose was broken and her face was bruised. 


“Save me,” she sobbed. “Please… save me.”

“Oh my,” Debra whispered, putting her fingers to her mouth. The girl looked liked she had been attacked by a pack of wolves. “Can you stand?”

“I don’t know.”

“Want me to help?”

“Yes, please. But be gentle.”

Debra got behind Jennifer, put her hands beneath the girl’s arms and lifted. 


Jennifer stood with a squeal and a grunt. Her legs were shaking and her breasts were exposed. Fresh tears formed in her puffy, red eyes. She reached out, grabbing at nothing. Her balance shifted and for a moment both woman thought she would fumble and stumble and fall onto the road. She didn’t, mostly because Debra was there to catch her. 


Once Jennifer stabilized, Debra said, “I’ll get you something to cover up with as soon as you’re in the car. Okay, Hun? You’re coming with me. I’m going to find you some help.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it. What’s your name, girl?”

“Jennifer.”

“Hi Jennifer. My name is Debra and I’ll do what I can. Are you able to walk?”

“I think so.”

“Okay then. I’ll help. Just lean on me if you need to.”

Debra helped Jennifer across the road and into the car. She opened the trunk and looked inside, finding an old sweater that was big and dirty but better than nothing. As Jennifer struggled to pull it over her head, she couldn’t help but cry.
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James shouted. That’s how he woke up from the nightmare: he shouted. His skin was drenched in sweat, his clammy hands clutched the center of his chest, and his hair was matted and tangled. He had lines across his skin from the ribbed nap of the corduroy couch and there was a thick aluminum taste that had made camp inside the back end of his mouth. For some reason the taste reminded him of napalm.

James sat up, rubbed a numb hand across his face, and coughed. Soot from the fire sprayed into his hand. Then he became worried. Not because of the soot, which was definitely troublesome in its own way, but because of the dream.

The dream wasn’t fading, as dreams usually do. Instead, it was becoming clear. Very clear. He remembered everything about it, every last detail––Johnny’s hand, the bodies coming to life, the way they walked the lonely road: slumping, bleeding, headless, and mangled. The nightmare felt less like a dream and more like a premonition, a forewarning. Something was coming––twenty-plus dead bodies, dragging their broken remains along the dark and desolate highways. They were coming to get him. Coming to kill him.

“Fuck,” James said, shaking his head and rubbing the back of his neck.

He got off of the couch and laid the axe on the floor. Then he put his pants on, rubbed the sleep from the corners of his eyes, and wiped a hand across his mouth. He walked to a window and looked outside. Darkness had fallen. And seeing the darkness, he felt scared.

They were coming––coming to kill him.

James pushed the destructive thought from his mind.

Now what? he wondered. What should I do?

He poured a glass of water, plunked himself into a chair, and emptied his pockets. He had a handful of change, two sets of keys, two wallets, and two cell phones: trophies of the day. 


Two phones, he thought. That’s weird. I should have three. 


What happened? 


Oh yeah. Mia’s phone was thrown out the window.

It was a shame Mia ran away from him, terrified and screaming, thinking he was psychotic, and wishing he were dead. Mia was cute and she couldn’t be more wrong about a person. James was a good man, a caring man. He was honest and decent and loving. And he’d love to know Mia better––maybe take her to a diner and a movie. He thought they’d make a great couple. He wondered if they’d be married. But these weren’t fair thoughts; he knew that. James had a girlfriend that he loved very much. But still, it would be nice to spend time with Mia. It would be nice to have sex. It would be nice to crack her head open with a work boot and eat her brain. He saw that in a movie once: people eating brains, monkey brains. Was it Faces of Death, Mondo New York? He couldn’t remember, but he did remember Japanese businessmen and their wives sitting around a table as a half-dozen screaming monkeys had their skulls smashed apart with a hammer. The people, dressed in their Sunday’s best, ate monkey brains while the animals died in a sea of agony and fear. It was a delicacy, very posh. The wives didn’t seem to care for it but their husbands sure did.

James picked up Elmer’s phone and dialed Debra’s number. Then he ran a butcher’s knife across his forehead, cutting a deep line. He thought he was a monkey. He also thought he was a Japanese businessman.

As the blood began pouring down his face Debra picked up the phone. 


“Hello?”
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The Bakisi killed Officer Gentry quickly. It sliced a thick and fatal laceration across his throat with its fingernails, causing blood to flow down Gentry’s chest, belly and groin. As it happened, Gentry dropped his gun, which landed barrel down on the floor before falling onto its side. Gentry came next, toppling onto his back, convulsing. 


Seeing this, Mia released a high-shrilling scream. She threw an arm around her father’s neck and held him tightly. 


William coughed out the word, “Run…”

“What?”

Eyes widening, William proclaimed: “I said run! Get!”

Mia looked at her father’s terrible face, heartbroken, understanding. “I can’t leave you!”

“Run or you’ll die!”

“What’s happening?” she asked.

Suddenly William was alive and forceful, pushing Mia away with power and dominance. The look that filtered through his working eye said more than words ever could. 


He was trying to save his daughter.

“Look around you!” William’s heart was beating so fast it could generate electricity. “Things have gone bad here! Satan is with us! Get out! GET OUT OF THIS PLACE!” 


Mia was stunned. Her father looked insane. 


She glanced at her mother, who was still lying in a runner’s pose with her head cocked against the wall. She looked at the fallen officer as he snatched his last breaths and clutched his throat with twitching fingers. She could smell the blood. She hadn’t noticed it until then, but now the odor seemed overwhelming. She realized then what the room had become––it had become a killing box. 


Her eyes sprung open; a profound sense of horror awoke inside. It was a fear she had never known––not today, not ever. She felt like she had been submerged into a pool of bloodthirsty sharks while bleeding at the hip. She felt like a feeding frenzy had begun and she was part of the meal, part of the reason the sharks were blood lust crazy. And instead of kicking her feet and escaping the danger––instead of saving herself––Mia was doing the opposite. She was floating in the water, waiting her turn, waiting for those massive teeth, waiting to be ripped apart. 


With spittle hanging in a thin line from his chin, William shouted, “What are you waiting for, child? Run!” 


Those seven words snapped Mia from her daze. She looked at her father with understanding in her eyes. She whispered, “Okay.” It was the last word she would say to him.

The invisible Bakisi jumped on her back. Falling forward, she smashed her head off a cupboard door. As pain and confusion mingled together in her mind, the Bakisi sliced William’s neck with that same move it used on Gentry. William gasped and gagged. Blood rolled on top of blood. The air became thicker still. 


Dying, William pushed Mia with the last of his strength, and gurgled, “GET OUT OF HERE!” 


Mia stood up. She backed away from her father, watching as he died, feeling her fear devour her, feeling the sharks circling. If she didn’t want to become part of the meal it was time to start swimming.


 


 

82


 

The phone rang three times before Debra answered. “Hello?”

“Hey, it’s me,” James said. He placed the butcher’s knife on the kitchen counter next to a toaster; blood dripped down his face. He no longer thought he was a monkey or a businessman. He wondered what the toaster was thinking. It was probably sneaking around behind his back when he wasn’t looking, devising a plan, stealing his thoughts. He would have to keep an eye on it, because the toaster was clearly keeping an eye on him. 


“Where are you?” he said.

“Driving.”

“Are you going to be here soon? How far along are you?”

“I have a bit of a problem.”

“Oh no, no. What is it? Are you still coming? Did the cops stop you or something?”

“No. It’s nothing like that.”

“Then what is it?”

“I have to go to the hospital.”

“Why, what happened?”

“Don’t worry, nothing happened. At least, nothing happened to me. But I’ve got this girl here… her name is Jennifer and she’s hurt. I need to get her to a hospital before I come.”

“Oh.” James said, sounding a bit surprised. He realized that he was bleeding and wondered what had happened. Did something bite him? Looking over his shoulder, he had the feeling that he was being watched. It was probably nothing. Probably just the toaster playing tricks on him. Toasters do that sometimes. Sneaky little critters, they are. Everybody that likes a warm plate of toast first thing in the morning knows that toasters are not to be trusted.

Debra said, “Yeah. Sorry. I picked her up along the way.”

“Is there any other way… not that I don’t understand, because I do. But can someone else take her?”

“I’m on highway sixteen now. What do you think?”

“You’re close.”

“Yeah, I’m right around the corner… but I need to take care of this first.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Okay, so listen. I’m getting off the phone, I’m being rude to Jennifer.”

“Is she hurt bad?”

“She has a broken nose, and maybe a broken rib or two. She pretty beat up.”

“Oh really.”

“Yeah.”

“What happened?”

“Jesus James, you’re fucking impossible… I’ll tell you everything when I get to the cottage, okay? I can’t talk now. Like I said, I’m being rude. You know how it is.”

“Okay, okay. Sorry about that. I just feel like talking.”

“Well, I’ll be there soon.”

“I love you.”

“’Kay. Bye.”

“Bye.”

Saying I love you felt wrong. It felt like a lie. It wasn’t that James didn’t love his girlfriend; he did. But dragging her out to the cottage seemed reckless; it seemed like the wrong move. 


Debra should be home or somewhere safe. James was no good now; he was a fugitive, a wanted man. He was ten gallons of trouble in a five-gallon drum. He was a killer, a waste of effort, armed and dangerous––

His train of thought hit an unexpected way station. 


“Armed and dangerous,” James whispered with a cursing tone. 


Damn, he thought. I forgot the shotgun in the car. 


James sat the phone on the counter next to the butcher knife. He unplugged the toaster and covered it with a blanket. (He had to cover the toaster with a blanket to keep the blanket from biting him; sometimes blankets do that. Most people don’t know this, but blankets have very sharp teeth. And they know how to use them.) He put the toaster in a bedroom closet and placed a stack of books in front of the closet door. Then he placed a lamp on top of the books, took the lampshade off the lamp, and placed it on the desk where the lamp once stood. 


That aughta hold it, he thought, referring to the toaster. Now where did I put that shotgun? 
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Debra hung up the phone and said, “That was my boyfriend. His name is James. He’s an idiot.”

“You have a boyfriend.” Jennifer said flatly. She was feeling a little better now; she was able to talk. “I kinda figured.”

“Yeah… well, he’s sort of my boyfriend. I still have a good time if you know what I mean. I do what I want to do.”

“Oh, you have one of those relationships.”

Debra smiled. “I do. He doesn’t. At least, I don’t think he does.” After a little thinking she said, “He better not have one of those relationships or I’ll kill him.” 


Jennifer nodded. She realized that she didn’t care much for Debra. She figured the girl was a selfish bitch. Having sex with a multitude of people was fine in her books, but lying and cheating on someone that thinks you love them is another. It was the lowest of the low. A relationship is a special thing, based on trust. Assholes like Debra gave sexually driven girls a bad name. 


With obvious distaste, she said, “But it’s okay for you to do… whatever, right? As long as you don’t get caught.”

Debra smirked. “What can I say? Guys love me and I’ve only got one life to live. Am I right or am I right?”

“I suppose.” Jennifer forced a smile, disgusted. She clapped a hand softly against her knee. “I appreciate this, you know. I really do.”

“I know.”

“Yeah but, I want to say it again, now that I’ve got my head on a little straighter. Thank you for stopping. You saved my ass.”

“Don’t worry about it. You look a little better, now that you’ve cleaned up a bit.”

Jennifer shrugged, wordlessly explaining herself by gathering a handful of paper towels that were covered in dirt and blood. She put the paper towels in a plastic bag, and tucked the bag beneath her feet. While she did this, Debra turned on the radio and hit some buttons. Snippets of music, static, commercials and news reports came and went. After a brief search they found a station proclaiming to be the ‘home of the hit makers’ playing Elton John.

“Tiny Dancer,” Debra said, laughing and resisting the urge to sing tunelessly. “I love this song.” 


Jennifer smiled without forcing it. “So do I.”

As the song played, fingers tapped and Jennifer’s spirits lifted. She listened quietly, allowing the hook of the melody to take her away. It was the beginning of the healing process, a therapeutic moment. It came much earlier for Jennifer then it does for most assaulted women. She was one tough cookie.

The song finished and the car passed a hospital sign; relief washed over both of them. 


“Finally.” Jennifer said, turning the volume of the radio down.

Debra smiled. “We’ve only been driving forty-five minutes or so, and we’re in the middle of nowhere. We found a hospital sooner than I thought. To be honest, I’m surprised we found one at all.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right. It just hurts, that’s all. I want this to end.”

“Where does it hurt most?”

“My nose.”

“Did those painkillers I give you kick in yet?”

“I don’t know. My face is killing me.”

“How about your ribs?”

Jennifer lifted an eyebrow. “Sitting this way makes me feel better. The ribs don’t hurt too much. They do, but… you know. It’s just my nose that’s bugging me. It’s throbbing. And this chipped tooth keeps stinging. It hurts when I inhale.”

“That sucks.”

“Yeah.”

They drove past a farmhouse that had a dozen cars parked in the long gravel driveway. A bonfire surrounded with people, laughing and drinking, could be seen at the side of the barn. Both girls fell silent as they drove past. They stayed quiet for several minutes.

Jennifer was the first to speak. “You know what? Those pills you gave me are working. I do feel better, now that I think about it.” Jennifer touched her nose delicately. “Why would someone do this to me?”

Debra shook her head and said, “I can’t believe it happened. I’m shocked.” There was a slight pause, then, “It makes me nervous.”

Jennifer nodded her head lightly. “Me too. If I ever see his face again, I think I’ll lay down and die.”

“I hope they catch him.”

“Yeah. I hope he gets what’s coming to him.”

“Which is?”

“I don’t know, getting his balls cut off?”

Debra snickered. “Is that all?”

Jennifer changed radio stations. She found a college station with poor reception. The inexperienced disk jockey was fumbling his words, trying to be cool while explaining that he was about to play an instrumental version of How High by Redman and Method Man, followed by a bunch of classic hip-hop: A Tribe Called Quest, FU-Schnickens, Goodie Mob, Nas, N.W.A., Slick Rick, The Roots, and Kurupt. He was a terrible DJ but it was a good string of tracks, not that either girl knew it. They listened for a while then Jennifer changed stations. Now Otis Redding was singing a cover of the Beatles. The song was Day Tripper, which seemed to fit their mood.

“Is this the original version, or is it a cover?” Debra asked.

Jennifer shrugged. “What is this?”

“It’s that Beatles song, I think.”

“I don’t know; I don’t recognize it. It sounds old.”

Eventually, Debra said, “You know… you’re holding yourself together better then I would. I’d be a mess. I’ve been through a few things. Nothing like this, mind you. Nothing even close to this, but I know how I’d be. I be thinking about everything over and over again, making myself crazy, making myself upset. And I’d imagine every nightmare I could. The, ‘what-ifs’, you know? What if this and what if that… I get that way. Sometimes I can’t let things go. But you’re different then me, I can tell. This doesn’t seem to be bothering you at all.”

“It’s easy when you don’t remember what happened.”


“You don’t?”

“Nope. Not really. I remember stopping the car and talking to the guy… the guy that attacked me. He seemed normal enough, kind of like a used car salesman. He seemed nice, natural. He didn’t come off like a weirdo or anything, so I wasn’t worried. Then I noticed that he had blood on his shirt. I thought, oh my––you’re hurt. Then I looked at him and I realized he was insane. His eyes seemed to be spinning in their sockets. His face looked like a corpse. And before I had a chance to say anything he reaches into the car and grabs me. He slams my head against the window. I remember telling him to stop, and I remember the pain… I remember getting dragged outside. I thought he was going to kill me. And he was kicking me… I remember that. But that’s it. When I woke up I figured he was still around. And I thought I’d been raped. But the guy was gone; he took my car. And… I don’t know. I don’t think he raped me.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really. I mean… I know my shirt was off, but… I think it came off by accident.”

“Yeah right. How is that possible?” 


“I was wearing a bikini top. It was nice; cost me sixty bucks. It might have been sitting in the grass.” Jennifer took a few seconds, arranging her thoughts. “Yeah. It probably came off by accident. Or maybe he wanted a cheap thrill; I don’t know. Hell, if he had of treated me better I would have shown him my tits for nothing.”

“Oh yeah?”

“You wanna see ‘em?”

Debra laughed at the joke. “I’ve seen them.”

Jennifer nodded and smiled thoughtfully. In time she said, “After I woke up I checked myself out… you know, down there. It was one of the first things I did. And, I don’t think he touched me there. It doesn’t hurt, and it’s not wet or dirty or anything. It feels the same.”

“You’re lucky.”

“Yeah, “Jennifer said sarcastically. “I’m real lucky. It’s my lucky day. I should buy a lottery ticket.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m just… you know, fucking around with you.”

“I know.”

“I’m pissed off though. He stole my car. I had a huge CD collection in there, a nice pair of boots and an iPod. It took me forever to get all those tracks and the boots were gorgeous. What an asshole.”

“No kidding.”

They drove without speaking for the next couple minutes, following the signs to the hospital. When they arrived, Debra went inside, leaving Jennifer in the car. She spotted two empty wheelchairs next to a vending machine.

The waiting area was nearly empty; it smelled like medicine. Three women sat in one corner, and on the other side of the room two men sat alone. A Chinese woman sat behind a computer. 


Debra shouted across the lobby, “I’ll be back in a minute.” Then she rolled the wheelchair beside the car and locked the wheels in place. She helped Jennifer change seats and brought her inside.

“Thanks again.” Jennifer said.

“No problem.”

“You’ve been my guardian angel. I’ll have to repay you some time.”

“Don’t mention it.”

As the big wheels on the chair stopped rolling a television captured Debra’s attention. “Oh God,” she said, nodding towards the screen. “That’s my stupid boyfriend. What a jerk off.”

Jennifer looked up at the monitor and her mouth dropped open. 


The television displayed a CNN split-screen. On the left half of the screen was James. On the right, it was Elmer. 


Below the men a caption read: MARTINSVILLE HOSTAGE CRISIS.
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Elmer leapt from the edge of the bank. Helga lifted a knee and raised both hands. When the two bodies connected Helga’s knee caught Elmer in the groin. Her right arm missed its mark completely and her left arm connected with Elmer’s chest; it shattered like an eighty-four year old brittle twig. They both screamed, but it was Helga that kept on screaming. Her arm, now snapped in eleven places, had a large chunk of bone sticking through her forearm like a blunt stick. The agony was unlike anything she had experienced. It didn’t come and go; it consumed her body and submerged her in a galaxy of physical suffering. When Elmer regained his wits he slapped a hand over Helga’s screaming mouth and punched her in the stomach. Helga’s eyes popped opened and mucus shot from her nose. Her feet kicked and her arms waved. Her broken arm flopped like a fish but she couldn’t stop moving it; her body was going into shock. 


Keeping his hand on Helga’s mouth, Elmer slid his index finger and his thumb over her nose and pinched. Now her air was cut off and her face began changing color. It turned pink, then red; then blue. Her eyes opened wide and grew dark. The veins in her neck bulged and her arms and legs kicked with more urgency. Blood ran along her elbow like it was attached to a pump, creating a small pool near her waist. Elmer freed a hand and punched her twice more. He looked fanatical now, dedicated to the art of murdering this unfortunate soul. 


Helga was desperate. She slammed her knee into Elmer’s groin a second time, hitting him square. It didn’t hurt much, but the blow threw Elmer off balance and his hand slipped from her face. 


Sucking huge mouthfuls of air, Helga began screaming, “OH God! OH GU-God! OH DEAR GOD, SAVE M-ME!”

Instead of covering the woman’s mouth, Elmer plunked his body into a better position and pinned her arms with his legs. He pummeled her in the face with his fists. First a left, then a right, then another left, then another right. The onslaught never seemed to end. It went on and on until her face was crushed and trodden, packed into itself like a pair of rolled socks. When Elmer was finished, which was none too soon, his knuckles were bloody and his victim was dead. 
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James moved furniture into the bedroom for various insane reasons: something was too big, too small, too old, too new, it smelled funny, it wasn’t to be trusted, it was stupid, it was smart, it was thinking, it wasn’t thinking, it was alive, it was dead, it was gross, it was clean, it was dirty, it was a sworn enemy, it reminded him of his mother, it was his mother, it was his father, it talked too loudly, it didn’t say enough, it was listening, it was watching, it wasn’t watching, he had to go to the bathroom, he didn’t feel like being around it, he didn’t like it, he wanted to have sex with it, he thought it was an alien. 


As James removed a painting from a wall (the painting was too old, too big, and had too many colors) he remembered Suzy’s shotgun. It was sitting in the car. 


Shotguns can get lonely, he told himself. Very Lonely. That’s what makes them hazardous.

He dropped the painting and made for the door. Then he heard Helga scream, “OH God! OH GU-God! OH DEAR GOD, SAVE M-ME!” He stopped dead in his tracks and a shiver rolled down his spine. That scream could only mean one thing: 


The Bakisi had arrived.

James ran outside in a panic and opened the car door. He grabbed the shotgun and the box of shells and ran between the two cottages. In the blackened alley he tripped and fell. The shotgun slipped from his fingers and he grunted loudly––loud enough for the Bakisi to hear. Of this he was sure; all hopes of a sneak attack were lost.

James stumbled along the ground, trying to find the weapon. But it was dark and his eyes hadn’t adjusted yet. Fingers tickled rocks, dirt, and grass, with urgency, before ultimately, his fingers found Franco’s warm, bleeding corpse. 


He knew Franco; he liked the man quite a bit. Why was he dead?

The answer was obvious:

The Demon is here, James told himself. The Demon is here!

Suddenly he was shouting, “FUCK, FUCK, FUCK!” But that was no good. He needed to stay quiet or the Bakisi would know where he was hiding. And more importantly, he needed to find the shotgun. If he didn’t find it soon, the darn thing would probably start crying.
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Mia ran from the kitchen as fast as she could. The need to escape her apartment had come at last, in a great, all-consuming heap. As her feet began moving she felt the cold air at her heels. It felt like death itself was chasing her, which wasn’t far from the truth. 


She made her way out the front door and down the hall staying close to the far wall. Her ankle twisted slightly. She thought for sure she would fall on her ass and before she could say uh-oh-spaghetti-o she’d have her eyes pulled from her head and her arms ripped off and her legs broken into a hundred thousand pieces. But she didn’t slip, she didn’t fall, and her ankle held tight. 


When she arrived at the elevator she hit both buttons. But how long would she wait, and how much time did she have? The answer was simple: she had no time to spare and waiting was suicide. 


So what options did that leave? 


Changing the gears in her mind, Mia decided on the staircase. She took the stairs two, three, sometimes four at a time. The steps soared past. She didn’t know she could move so quickly. Her knees pumped and her hands held the railing for balance. It seemed that her feet never even touched the floor. She sped past a NO SMOKING sign and a fire extinguisher. She wondered if the extinguisher would make a good weapon but the answer didn’t matter. She ran past it before her thoughts had time to settle on a conclusion. 


She came to her first obstacle at the bottom of the staircase. It was a discarded newspaper. The headline read: MANHUNT FOR MARTINSVILLE KILLER GOES ON. She slammed her foot on top and it cost her. The paper went one way and she went he other. The railing slipped from her hand and suddenly everything changed: her feet were in the air and her mouth was open and her eyes were facing the ceiling. 


After landing on her back (hard, oh so very hard) she jumped up like a rabbit and ran towards a door that led to the underground parking lot. Any other time she would have stayed right there, with her mind convincing her body that it was broken; but not today. Today she didn’t have time for a broken body so she kept on moving. She passed through a door and five long seconds later she was standing at her car––without her purse, and more importantly, without her car keys. 


Panicking, she shouted, “What am I DOING?” 


Then she began running again. This time her feet moved her body towards a door she hadn’t used before. Hopefully it wasn’t locked. But it had to be, right? Isn’t that the way these things usually ended––with a screaming girl pounding both fists against a locked door? (Sure it is, her inner child warned. Everybody knows that. You’ll have your throat cut and your tits ripped off before you know it. It’s pine-box time, my dear. You and your parents will be buried together now; isn’t that wonderful?) Mia tried the door and to her surprise, it was unlocked. She cranked it open and scooted up six stairs, through another hallway, and out another door. 


Suddenly she was outside, which seemed absolutely surreal. Everything was calm, quiet, dark. Hell, it was nice. Maybe even safe.

“Hey!” She shouted.

A few people turned their heads. They seemed curious, but not helpful. She raised her hands in the air and tried to wave down a car, but the driver wasn’t having it. 


He saw her standing there, hands in the air, looking haggard and distraught. This meant nothing to the man. He didn’t stop. He didn’t slow down. Truth be told, he sped up and sailed right on past, saying, “Have another drink, sweetheart. It’ll take the edge off.” An hour later he found himself sitting alone in a pub, cursing under his breath, scotch in hand, well on his way to getting shit-faced. 



 


 

87


 

Switch drove the highway alone, watching the gray skies turn purple and the purple skies turn black. He spent most of his journey listening to punk rock and classic metal. Today’s music of choice included The Ramones, Judas Priest, Dio, S.N.F.U and NOFX. It was music he knew well and played often. Half the time he was smiling and singing and in a wonderful mood, which was common for Switch. His friends all agreed that more often than not he was a great guy to be around. 


The other evening Switch downloaded a handful of Blondie tracks that were recorded live at CBGB’s, back in the day. They sounded like shit but were cool to hear. When he was done listening to Dio––the Holy Diver album, which in his opinion was the best thing Ronnie James Dio ever recorded––he fired up Blondie and enjoyed it for a long while before he clicked off his iPod and took pleasure in the silence. 


As Switch closed in on his destination, he stopped for coffee at King’s Diner. Once he was inside he found himself chatting with the girl that was working behind the counter and ordering himself a great big slice of pie. The pie was blueberry, and it was delicious. The girl’s name was Jennifer Boyle. She was cute and friendly and had been working at the diner for seven months. She had a great personality, a pretty face, and knew as much or more about music than Switch did. Unfortunately for Jennifer, her life was about to take an unexpected turn for the worse and her time on this earth was nearly finished. In the days ahead a woman named Stephenie Paige would be arrested for killing her with an axe. The police would find Jennifer sitting on the restaurant’s floor in a pool of blood, leaning against the warm stove with her legs spread apart and her pink underwear exposed. Her left arm would not be found until later, severed from her body and laying beneath the counter, a yard and a half away. Her pretty face would be sallow and terror-stricken. All of this, not five feet from the place Switch was enjoying his pie and flirting like crazy. 


Switch left the diner, wiggling his butt like a fool and blowing Jennifer a kiss from the palm of his hand. Jennifer smiled and giggled and blew one back, even though she felt embarrassed to do so. Her co-workers wouldn’t understand. They thought she was halfway to being an airhead. 


Most guys couldn’t pull off a silly move like that if their lives depended on it. But for Switch, moves like that came easy. He was charming, and charm is something that should never be underestimated. Charm has the ability to turn tacky into brilliant. It can make the unsightly beautiful. It was the reason Jennifer paid little attention to her other customers, the reason she smiled at Switch endlessly and slipped her phone number across the countertop without his asking. The number would end up being useless, of course. She’d be hacked into pieces and scraped off the floor before he had a chance to use it.

Returning to his car, Switch moved slowly, dragging his feet. 


Meeting up with Elmer was something he wanted to do less and less as time moved ahead. He didn’t know how to approach the evening. In fact, he didn’t even want to go there. But he did go. And if you asked him why he wouldn’t be able to give you a straight answer. Switch was like that. He did things his instincts hated and often times felt that he had no choice. 


Elmer’s pissed off, he thought. No doubt about that. But killing a man, well, that’s something that shouldn’t be taken lightly.

He decided––at some point after his second coffee was gone, his pie had been devoured, and his conversation with Jennifer Boyle was running thin––that he would make Elmer see things a different way. Show the man logic, talk him down and cool him off––for a day, maybe two. Then if Elmer still wanted to murder a man, well then, Switch would listen to Elmer’s reasoning, and maybe, just maybe… 


“No,” Switch said out loud. He wondered what he was thinking. 


Elmer was a friend, sure he was; he was a good friend, an old friend, a friend that Switch respected––but he would take no part in the killing. Killing was wrong. 


Elmer’s plan had to be stopped.
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Elmer looked at the blood on his hands and at the trodden face of the dead woman. She was lying in the sand near the edge of her family’s property line. Her right arm was slanted upward and her left arm was folded onto itself near the wrist, showing bone in two places. But Elmer wasn’t enjoying his visuals; he was more concerned with a different slice of his acuity: his sense of hearing. 


Elmer, all ears now, listened for the intruder that had become aware of his presence. Somebody was near; he was sure of it. 


On the far side of the cottage he heard a voice, possibly two. He assumed that one voice belonged to James, which it did. He didn’t rule out the idea that James was alone, but Elmer heard more than a voice or two. He heard a door slam and a scuffle. Stuff like that didn’t happen without reason. No sir. Stuff like that happened when somebody was trying to get somewhere fast. Odds were, James came outside quickly wanting to know who was screaming and why.

Slowly, carefully, Elmer pulled himself off of Helga’s body, trying not to make a noise. Wind blew dirt in his face. He put his hands down and shifted his weight; his fingers sank into the sand, which had turned cold. And beneath the top layer, the earth was colder still. Holding his breath, he started moving. First he shifted his right hand and right leg. Then he shifted his left hand and left leg. Each time it did this he could hear his jeans rubbing against the sand. He assumed that his knees were leaving a good-sized trail. He didn’t care about the trail––it was dark now; the trail meant nothing. The evening sky had blossomed into the night, and the moon had shown itself to be small and powerless and shaped like a sickle. And that was before the clouds had erased it completely. No, he didn’t care about the trail; it was the sound that was bothering him.

As Elmer moved his pants seemed unacceptably loud. He figured the entire beach could hear him. And people were nosey. That was one thing Elmer knew for sure. People were irrefutably nosey.

Hell, he thought. Just look around. Two dead bodies on the beach don’t lie. If the old couple weren’t so fucking nosey––why, they’d still be alive. 


After crawling thirty feet, Elmer allowed himself to breath a little. He looked over his shoulder. A half-mile away or so—it was hard to tell for sure—a campfire was lighting up the beach. It looked like a group of teenagers were getting drunk together, maybe four or five of them. One was playing the guitar and singing a song that sounded like Bob Dylan. But that couldn’t be right, could it? Did teenagers like Bob Dylan? Somehow he doubted it. He wondered if any of the teens had heard Helga screaming. If they did, they didn’t seem to care. More importantly, they didn’t look as if they were planning on acting on it. 


Elmer pushed on, somewhat confident now, making more noise then before. He spotted a man and a woman walking along the shoreline holding hands. The couple had a dog, which ran in circles alongside them. Elmer stood up and began walking towards the people, thinking: kill them. But why? And how? He didn’t have a knife or a gun. He also didn’t have a reason. These people weren’t looking for trouble. They weren’t suspicious of him in any way. They were just another twosome walking along the beach. Just walking, he thought––a husband and wife perhaps. They were probably in love. Married. Kids. Families. But he wanted to kill them. And they were closer now, twenty feet away. 


Nineteen.

Eighteen. 


Seventeen.

And he still wanted to kill them.

The dog ran away from the couple, towards him. It barked once, then twice. Then, as the dog bounced and leapt and wagged its tail, Elmer considered the way that he must look after killing the old couple. Like a lunatic, he thought. His face and shirt, covered in blood, his knuckles sandy and raw; his hair matted to one side. It was the aftermath of combat.

He mumbled, “Where the fuck is Switch? Shouldn’t he be here by now?” 


Fifteen. 


The dog was at his heels, still barking. 


Whroof. Whroof. Whroof. 


“Hello!” The lady on the beach said, nodding her head and smiling. 


Then the man waved.

Twelve.

Elmer raised a hand as his shoe clipped a sandy wave in the beach. He ran his tongue across the grime of his teeth and could still taste the salty aftertaste of Franco in his mouth.

Ten.

“Hello,” Elmer said with a grin. “Nice night for a stroll, isn’t it?”

Nine. 


Eight.

The couple didn’t say another word. Their faces were blank and expressionless.
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The man in the car was old and tired and hung-over and wanted no part of Mia’s bullshit. He hit the gas, flipped Mia the bird and drove around her, heading for the bar. Fortunately for Mia, another car was right behind the first. It stopped without hesitating and Mia jumped into the back seat.

“What are you––?”

“DRIVE!” Mia shouted. “SOMETHING’S CHASING ME!” 


The driver’s mouth popped open and he hit the gas instinctively. The car shot ahead with tires squealing. Mia spun around and looked through the back window as the area shrunk away. She was breathing heavy and panting. 


It’s over now, she thought. It’s over. 


Then she thought, isn’t that what James said? Something’s chasing me?

She felt her skin crawl.

“Who’s chasing you?” The man behind the wheel asked. He was confused, but not upset. His name was Alex; he was a nice guy. He was thirty-something, good looking. He worked with a Web Development company and was quite gifted. He was also single, talked like a teenager, and couldn’t help noticing the curves of Mia’s body. She looked voluptuous; he liked that. Most thirty-something teenagers did. Then again, Alex liked most women that gave him the time of day and he took what he could get more often than he’d like to admit.

“I don’t know,” Mia said. “Just go! Go!” 


“But where am I taking you? I don’t know what you want!”

“Get away from here! Turn right and keep going!” 


“Do you like, mind telling me what’s going on? I can drive you somewhere, as long as it’s like, close and you’re not an asshole, but I wanna know why I’m doing it, ya know? That’s just the way I am.”

Mia gazed out the window. It was amazing how normal everything seemed. The houses were all sitting in a neat little row, cars were either parked or driving, traffic was smooth and people were going about their business. She pulled her eyes from the scenery and leaned on the front half of the seat. Her heart was racing in her chest. 


She said, “Do you know what happened today?” 


“I sure do,” Alex said. “Everything’s been happening today. It’s been nuts and crackers around here. Or are ya, like, talking about what happened inside that building you came running out of? Because if you are, then, yeah. I know about that too. I live there. I’ve lived there for six years, or is it seven? I don’t know. Six or seven. I live on the fifth floor. It’s a pretty nice place if you ask me. It’s fancy. I can see half the town from my balcony, and that’s alright by me.”

“You live there, huh? So do I.”

Alex snatched a better look at Mia. Even in her frazzled state she was gorgeous, which went a long way with Alex. He loved beautiful women. If only he could find one to love him back.

He said, “Really? You live there? Do you live on the fifth?”

“Yeah.” 


“Oh wow. Jesus dude, what are the odds of that? Do you know Debra? I live next to her!”

“No, I don’t.” 


“Oh, you should meet her. She’s great. She’s a cute girl, dark hair, smoker, likes to dress like a slut.” Alex’s eyes widened as he stuck his knuckle in his mouth, looking embarrassed. He fumbled his words, trying to undo the statement. “Well, come on, like, you know what I mean. She wears loose tops and stuff. Half the time you can see her… well, you know. You can see her breasts.”

Mia rolled her eyes. She didn’t care about Alex’s careless tongue or the girl he was talking about. She didn’t care about anything. She said, “Up until a couple weeks of ago my time was divided between my job and my boyfriend. Now they’re both gone and I have a dog.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t want to talk about it. Not now.”

“I thought you looked familiar,” Alex said. He was lying, of course. He was just trying to impress her, land a date. Score a wife. 


“Oh?”

“Yeah, after a while you get to know the people in the building. Some people I see all the time. I don’t see you all the time, but I recognize you.”

“I’m the girl that escaped from the killer today. My face has been all over the news. Maybe that’s why.”

“You are?” Alex was shocked. “Why aren’t you at the police station?”

“I was there for three hours.”

“That’s wild. I heard that bad stuff was happening today. So, like, who’s chasing you? Is it the killer? Is he like, in the building again?”

Mia shrugged and rubbed a hand across her face. For the first time since she jumped into the car she thought about her parents. She had forgotten somehow. During her getaway all she could think was: RUN. And that’s what happened. She ran. But now a back-catalog of sorrow and horror was re-surfacing and it hurt like hell.

Alex said, “Someone told me that the killer was Debra’s boyfriend, but I don’t know about that. I know him pretty well. James is his name. It doesn’t seem to fit if you ask me.”

His words seemed to be a question that Mia didn’t answer. A breath of silence came between them, and although Alex had plenty left to say on the topic he held his tongue as long as he could. The silence lasted three seconds.

“Yeah, I know James,” Alex continued. “He’s quiet sometimes, he’s loud sometimes. Jeepers-peepers, sometimes he tells funny stories. We went to a Halloween party together one year… Debra likes him quite a bit and I bug her about it all the friggin’ time. She takes it well. You’d like Debra. I’ll like, introduce you, if you want. I’ll introduce you to James too.”

“No thanks.”

Alex made a dumb face. “Come on. Don’t be like that. They’re good people.”

“I need to go to the police station,” Mia said. Then she put her hands over her face and cried her eyes out. 
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The Bakisi left Mia’s apartment and killed two boys. They were standing in a hallway, talking video games. The incantation took them both on a once, exterminating them quickly by crushing their hearts. Later, the medical teams involved would list the deaths as suspicious, but autopsies would show something different and force the unlikely assumption of natural causes. Not that the Bakisi would know this, or care. The Bakisi had no interest in the thoughts or politics of man, for the beast was untouchable and eternally alone. And man could do nothing to stop the instinctive nature of the creature, or condition it to the will of the human race. Nor could man understand the Bakisi’s unchanging and ageless temperament, which never faltered and never modified. 


After the Bakisi killed the boys it searched the building––floating but not floating, touching walls and floors but not touching walls and floors. The molecules inside the being separated; they stretched over several meters. It was in this way––with condensing and expanding molecule densities––that the Bakisi was capable of traveling through its surroundings, suspended inside the atmosphere, drifting through the physical objects it encountered. Its science was indistinguishable to the human eye. 


The Bakisi floated high above the building. It could see the trees, streets, people and cars. It could see the buses, buildings and sidewalks. It circled Martinsville like an eagle, in a wide tracking ring. It searched the beaches of the south and the forests of the north. It searched the hills, valleys and roadways of both east and west. Then it swooped down, gliding through the streets of Martinsville, checking the houses, schools, swimming pools and parks. 


Hunting the woman scent, which for the time, seemed lost.
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Alex pulled the car to the side of the road, bumping the curb, forty-five feet away from the mammoth doors of the police station. As the curb and rubber met, Mia wiped a hand across her chin and looked down. She eyed her legs for no distinguishable reason, thinking about the things she had seen. She noticed a smear of blood on her left knee and drops of blood on her right. She couldn’t finger the moment it happened, but it did happen. All of it: the bloodstains on her clothing was proof––solid, undeniable proof. 


A deep, ugly sickness threatened to consume every last morsel of her being. But she didn’t want to be sick. She didn’t want to cry more. She had cried enough and wanted to get going, see the police and try to understand what the hell went wrong. 


Keeping her eyes on the bloodstain, Mia said, “Thank you Alex. You’ve been great.” Then she lifted her chin, placed a hand on the door handle and applied some force. The door opened. Mia slid one foot outside.

Alex twisted towards her. 


“No worries,” he said with a soft, disadvantaged tone. “I’m glad to help you out.” 


But the truth, Alex knew, was slightly different than he wanted to admit. The truth was––he was glad to have met her, regardless of the circumstance. He needed a woman in his life; he needed one bad.

Somewhere overhead, the Bakisi detected Mia scent. It changed course, and began moving in a straight line, faster and faster. Plummeting.

Alex said, “Hey Mia?”

“Yeah?”

“I know this is a bad time and everything, and I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable. Honest I’m not. But if you want to hang out later and you like, need someone to talk with, I’m right down the hall. I’m less than sixty feet away. And I’m a good guy, a good listener. At least, that’s what my friends tell me.”

“Thanks Alex. I appreciate that. You’ve been great.”

“You know which door is mine, right?”

“Five-fifteen.”

“Five-fifteen. That’s the one. Don’t hesitate to give me a ring anytime, day or night. I’d love to see you again, under different circumstances of course. Maybe we could like, get together for a drink or something.”

Mia nodded, stepped outside and closed the door tight. 


Alex rolled the window down and leaned out. “And don’t worry,” he said. “Things are bad now, but like, things will get better. I promise. Things always get better.”

“Thanks again Alex. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Do you want me to come inside with you?”

“No, no. I’ll be fine. Thank you.” 


Mia walked a staggered line towards the giant police station doors, feeling a significant amount of sadness. Her parents were dead, murdered. But why––and what the hell happened? 


Two police officers rushed past with shoulders wide and stern. They moved like they were in a hurry. Mia snatched a quick, careless glance, and realized that both cops had thick mustaches and wore dark, thick-rimmed sunglasses. With the uniforms, the men looked almost identical. And gay. It was a stupid observation, but for some reason it prompted Mia to stop walking and turn around. 


Alex was still there, watching. 


She looked at Alex and her thoughts changed route. She felt her fingers tighten into fists and her muscles tense. She hated it when guys offered too much attention. It made her feel like a piece of meat and today that was the last thing she needed. Guys were always hitting on her, it seemed. After a while it felt less flattering and more insulting. 


But Alex seemed different than the others, somehow. 


Sure, he wanted to get laid, of course—but he was sweeter than most guys she encountered. He was cute and he carried himself with a youthful quality she hadn’t seen in a while. And he did help her out in her time of need. He did. That had to worth something––a knock on the door, a cup of coffee, an open mind.

Looking Mia up and down, Alex waved. 


Mia returned the gesture, just as the image of her father came to her. He was propped up against the counter. His face was swollen and red; blood ran down his neck. 


Satan is with us, he had said. Satan. 


Jesus.

Mia wanted to think that her father had gone crazy, but she didn’t. Something happened; something she didn’t understand.

Alex, who had no idea that Mia was so upset, opened his mouth, preparing to unleash one last mouthful of words, one final awkward attempt to bring Mia into his life. The words never came. 


The Bakisi came instead.

Mia was thrown to the concrete ground. Her neck snapped twice; it tore open and a jet stream of blood cascaded into the air like a fountain. 


Alex found himself jumping out of the car and running towards her. 


What’s happening here? he wondered.

Then ice-cold fingers circled his neck and a pressure he had never known crushed his throat. He heard a woman scream. His eyes bulged and his face was forced into his chest. With knees buckling, Alex fell to the ground and rolled. And in his final moments, before the police would come running (those same two men that Mia assumed were gay), he watched blood gush through a growing hole in his dress shirt, knowing—but not quite understanding—that his ribcage was being pulled apart. 
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Three bedrooms, one bathroom, one common room and two exits: that was Debra’s cottage. The common room was a kitchen, a dining room, a living room, and the gateway to the outdoor patio (which overlooked the beach) all in one. On the other side of the cottage, a hallway with a door at the end of it divided the four remaining rooms: two bedrooms on one side, bed and bath on the other. 


It was in this hallway that James found himself hiding. 


After James had fallen, he searched until he found the shotgun. Then he ran inside the cottage, threw the box of shells on the dining room table, pulled the box apart and pumped shells into the chamber. This took time, lots of time. Too much time. And when he was ready to step outside again––to save the screaming woman, or shoot the screaming woman, or pull down his pants and give it a good yank, or do whatever it was that his crazy mind was thinking of doing––he felt it was too late. The screaming had ended. The time had come and gone. 


James stepped outside slowly, biting on his lower lip. Not enough to make it bleed, just enough to make it hurt. His heart rate stabilized. He no longer felt a sense of urgency. He felt something else, something comparable to stupidity. Creeping outside, into danger, into a dark open space––it wasn’t exactly the play of the day. 


He returned indoors like a coward and swiftly locked both doors. Then he turned the lights on, closed the bathroom door and the bedroom doors. It was all about the common room and the hallway now, nothing more. The common room was almost empty. The hallway was as clean as a whistle. The other rooms were shut off and were no longer an issue. 


He looked over his shoulder, scratching his head. Where was it? Where was the killing machine? What was it waiting for? Where was it hiding?

Come on––

After sneaking from window to window James cowered in the hallway. His fingers gripped the weapon like he was trying to kill it. His eyes were wide and glossy; his hair was a damp and tattered mess. He could smell the oak and pine of the cottage, and occasionally he would mumble, and give himself warning: stay quiet… stay quiet… stay quiet… 


Because it was here, the killing machine was here. He needed to keep his wits.
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Thoughts and conversations swirled through Debra’s mind in sporadic isolated chunks. A surge of anger and frustration raced throughout her frayed and battered emotions. 


She hated James. Hated him! 


She slammed a hand against the steering wheel before pushing on the gas pedal. The engine awoke from its half-slumber, pitching up two notches. The trees blurred in the darkness; the road raced beneath the wheels. Small drops of rain bounced lightly against the windshield, and then the raindrops grew––size and weight doubling, tripling, quadrupling. Just as Debra flicked the wipers on a crack of lightning thrashed against the skyline. 


Debra, alone now, took her eyes from the road and looked into the sky. She heard the rain before seeing it, like angry fists pounding against a steel drum. No rhythm. All rhythm. Waves of rhythm. Titanic drops of rain slammed the car. She blinked twice, astounded by the sudden downpour. She pulled her foot from the gas pedal, pressed the brake and threw the wipers on full blast. But her vision had narrowed. It was becoming non-existent––even with the vehicle slowing, even with the wipers blasting and her body arced towards the windshield, the rain was in control now. The rain had taken the land.

Noticing that her window was down a couple inches and water was getting inside the car, Debra lifted a hand from the steering wheel and crushed a finger against a button on the door. The window hummed, then closed. Alone in the car, the dusty seats and stale air caught her senses. Her finger tapped the button, once, twice. She opened the window a little bit, just a crack, and then closed the window again. Her thoughts turned to smoking––the taste, the smell. But why smoking, she wondered. She hated smoking and had given it up long ago, so why here? Why now? She hadn’t smoked in weeks.

But what about girls-night––when was that? Last night?

She pushed the thought away. Girls-night didn’t count.

She thought about the rain. She thought about the difficulties of driving and considered stopping at a convenience store. Yeah. Stopping at a convenience store. That would be nice, a nice little break, but not to buy cigarettes, of course. No. She just wanted to get out of the rain for a minute or two, pick up a bottle of juice, or a cup of coffee, or maybe one of those super-fattening but terribly delicious chocolate ice-cream bars, but not cigarettes. Buying a pack of cigarettes would be stupid, a total waste of time and money. The pack would go stale. She wouldn’t even smoke it. And besides, she didn’t enjoy smoking now. It tasted bad, like the bottom of an ashtray. Hell, she wasn’t sure why she started in the first place. 


Her (smoking) fingers tapped the window button. 


Tap; tap; tap. 


Well, maybe she knew why she had started. Yes, on second thought, of course she knew. She was young and foolish. It was the cool thing to do. Her friends were doing it, and even if they weren’t doing it they thought she was cool when she was doing it. Wasn’t that right? 


Yes. Of course it was.

Tap; tap; tap.

Whatever. Who cares? Who fucking cares if smoking is cool, or not cool, or good for you, or bad for you… she was a Non-Smoker now and nothing would change that, no matter what.

Tap; tap; tap.

She liked the sound of that, a Non-Smoker. 


Tap; tap; tap.

And yes, she had quit before, and then she started again. It was a stupid thing to do. She knew that, everybody did. Why start again, she wondered. Why would anyone start again? Smoking was a stupid thing; it was mindless and unnecessary. It gave you bad breath. It gave you cancer. It turned your skin into a bowl of spaghetti wrinkles and made your (smoking) fingers (tap; tap; tap) yellow.

Debra pushed on the button. The window dropped an inch. She pushed the button again. The window raised an inch.

Tap; tap; tap.

Still, she thought. One cigarette would be nice; just one, for old times sake. 


A shot of vodka would be nice too––with a cigarette.

After two minutes, Debra slowed the car to a sluggish crawl and turned a corner. Picking up speed, she clicked the radio on––static––then off. Ten minutes after that she turned another corner. At the side of the road, standing next to a large green and purple bush (which reminded her of a meadow, or maybe a marsh), Debra spotted a man with his hands raised. He was smiling. He looked friendly and helpless. 


Although she didn’t know it, the man was Elmer. 


Elmer, soaked to the bone, waved and smiled like he needed assistance. 


Debra ignored him. She didn’t have time for strangers. Not now. Not today. She didn’t even have time to stop at the convenience store to get a bottle of juice, or a cup of coffee, or maybe even an ice-cream bar (tap; tap; tap). She needed to see James. She needed to keep on moving, because she was twenty seconds away from being there. 


“Sorry buddy.” Deb mumbled, pulling the car into the cottage driveway. “Some other time.”


 

* * * 



 

Elmer watched; then turned away with a grin.

Deep inside the gloom of the rain, another car was approaching. He figured it was Switch.

Let the games begin, Elmer thought. Let the games begin.
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James saw headlights in the driveway. He leaned the shotgun against the wall, opened the door and stepped outside.

Debra parked her car in the center of the lane and ran towards the cottage. “Get inside James! It’s pouring out here!”

As they stepped inside, Debra said, “We need to talk.” 


James closed the door and locked it. Then he put his arms around her, ran his fingers down her back and kissed her. 


Debra, standing in the hallway, quickly pulled away. The kiss seemed forced, strange. Wrong. 


“James––”

“I know, I know. We need to talk. Trust me, I get it. You want to tell me about this girl you picked up and you’re in a hurry to do so. But I need to tell you a few things too. And I need you to understand something, because I didn’t lose my mind this afternoon, and I didn’t mean to kill anyone. I’ve been a victim all day and I’ve made a few mistakes. Sure I have. I’m really sorry for everything I’ve done. I need you to understand this, okay baby? Please… I’m sorry. Can’t you understand? I’m sorry.”

“Shut up a minute, will you? Fuck. I just got here and you’re all over me. Christ, you’re such a dickhead. Give me some breathing room; will ya buddy? What the hell is wrong with you?” Debra raised her eyebrows and laughed, but not in a happy way. It sounded like a laugh of frustration, annoyance and resentment.

She needed a fucking cigarette.

James watched her expressions, her emotional release. She needed time and she didn’t want to jump into the thick of things. He could understand that. He could sympathize. He could ram his shotgun right down her goddamn throat and pull the trigger but he didn’t have time. The clock was ticking. He needed to explain the situation. Explaining seemed essential: the key to everything.

“Yeah,” James said. “You just arrived, but Debra… we need to talk and we need to do it now. Something’s out there… I know it.”

“What the hell is your problem? I’ve never seen you like this.”

“I’ve never been like this.”

Debra walked down the hall, shaking rainwater from her hands. She opened the fridge door and squatted. Then she pulled a bottle of water from the bottom shelf. After a quick drink she stood up, leaned against the counter, ran her fingers through her hair and said, “You lied to me.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“I didn’t lie to you.”

“Did you take hostages? Yes or no?”

James looked down, eyes on the floor. He put a hand on his face and pushed his fingertips into his brow. With a mind full of lies and a heart filled with truth––and the urge to blast her head clean from her body––he wondered what to do. The truth wasn’t good and he knew it. The lies seemed like an easier road. And blowing her head off seemed to be the best of the bunch. He wondered how her brains would look dripping from the ceiling.

Debra took another drink of water. “You did, didn’t you? You’ve taken hostages today. Why? Why the fuck would you do that? Have you gone crazy?”

“It’s not my fault.”

“Are you kidding me? How can you accidentally take hostages? What are you, some kind of terrorist now?”

“How do you know this? How do you know I took hostages?”

“It was on the fucking news asshole, on CNN. I saw footage of you––”

“Footage?”

“Yeah, from security cameras in my building.”

“Oh my, really? You said your building didn’t have cameras!”

“Well… whoops. I guess I was wrong.” After a long, ugly pause, Debra said, “What the hell is going on today? Honestly, have you gone mad?”

James, biting his tongue, said, “Debra… Franco is dead. Someone, or something, killed him. And I heard screams, screams that didn’t come from a man. I think the beach has a few more dead bodies lying on it. You want answers. I get that, but you need to know a few things first.” 


Squinting her eyes, Debra said, “You mean Franco––”

“Yeah.”

“Franco… my neighbor?”

“Yes.”

“Oh James.” Debra stepped away from the counter and walked across the room. “Did you kill him?” she asked, thinking that he had. 


“No, Debra. I swear on my life, I didn’t touch him.”

“Honest?”

“Of course! Don’t you know me?”

Debra realized that for the first time ever, she was afraid of James. Wondering if she was in danger she said, “Not today I don’t.”

“Debra…”

“How come everywhere you go people are dying, and how do you know Franco’s dead? How do you know that he’s dead if you didn’t do it?”

“I found him outside, and look at me…” James opened his arms, as if to say, “I didn’t do it.” But with the shotgun in his hand he looked like a total creep.

“I don’t know why I came here,” Debra said flatly.

“Either do I,” James said. Then he pointed the gun in her direction.

“James?” Debra said, stepping back. “What are you doing?”

“You know what I’m doing.”

Debra felt her nerves tighten. James was about to kill her. She knew this now; it was completely obvious.

On the driveway, headlights cut through the pouring rain.

The game was about to begin.
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The hot August temperature was gone. Lightning cracked, thunder roared, and between the two events heavy clouds pushed out wave after wave after wave of rainwater. The water flooded the ditches and overwhelmed the lanes. It drowned the flowers and shrubs while submerging the grass. The wind, which had come and gone throughout the day, had returned once again in all its powerful glory. Trees were swaying, branches were cracking, and animals––both large and small––were hiding or finding shelter. On the far side of the cottage, where the beach had transformed into sludge, the lake had become a volatile place where no sailors dared to set sail. And beneath the instability and regimented confusion of the rocky waves, the fish and the sea-creatures found refuge in deeper, colder waters, where the storm had little, if any, effect. 


James lowered the weapon and ran to the window. Debra, confused, followed. Together they stood in the hall watching the downpour drill pockmarks into a driveway that had become a mucky, mud-drenched nightmare. 


 “Who’s here?” Debra said very softly, almost whispering. She nodded her head towards the light on the driveway.

James spoke quietly too, not that it was necessary. The rain was loud on the roof. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s your parents.” 


“My parents? I doubt it.”

“Why?”

“Look at the weather. Nobody comes to the cottage on a day like this. Why come when it’s raining?”

James scratched his head. “I don’t know, but who is it? Who else would be here, if not your family?”

“Maybe someone’s lost, or in the wrong driveway?”

“Yeah, maybe.” 
The headlights turned off. Two doors opened and the car’s interior lights came on. Two figures stepped into the rain and both doors closed together. CKH-UNK was heard in stereo and the yard fell into a darkness that seemed absolute.

“I can’t see anything now.” James whispered. He reached out and held Debra’s hand. “Can you see? What are they doing?” 


Debra considered resisting his touch but thought better of it. She didn’t want to fight with him, nor did she want to upset him. She didn’t trust it. Still, she found his touch repulsive. “No, I can’t see a thing.”

“Where are they?”

“I don’t know. Are they coming this way?”

James lightened his grip and allowed Debra’s hand to fall away. He held the shotgun against his chest. “Who are they? Cops? Are they cops? Do you think?”

Debra shrugged. She looked at the gun and felt a nervous spike. With caution she asked, “What’s that for?” 


“What?”

“The gun. Why do you have it?”

“I told you. Things aren’t right. We’re in danger.”

“Why did you point it at me?”

“I didn’t. I was pointing it at them.”

Debra considered his words. She didn’t believe him, but she had to believe him. The only other possibility was that he was about to kill her. And she wouldn’t think that, although it seemed like the truth.

“Okay,” she said distrustfully. “But do you really need a shotgun? Haven’t you gotten into enough trouble with that thing?”

“You just don’t understand.”

“Make me understand.”

James shook his head in frustration. “Whatever.”

“Where did you get it, anyhow?”

“Sue’s place.”

Debra, thinking terrible thoughts, said, “Oh God.”

“What?”

Debra didn’t respond. Instead she moaned.

“What? What’s wrong now?”

“Just… don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“You’re scaring me. That gun is scaring me. This entire situation is scaring me. Why the hell did you bring a gun? Do you really need it? Do you want to kill more people today?”

“No.”

“Did you kill Franco?”

“Debra,” James said, with a heartrending expression. “Come on.”

In the past, when Debra was upset, James knew what to say. He could make things better with a few simple words. He could make her smile; make her forget the concerns and dilemmas that plagued her mind. But here, now, James couldn’t manipulate the conversation in his favor. Truth was, none of this made sense. He was as nervous as she was, a nervous wreck. And he wanted to shoot her. He really did, more than anything else. He wanted to shoot her and stab her and pull out her eyes. And he would. Oh yes. He would; he promised himself that. It was just a matter of time.

Debra looked outside, feeling the goosebumps surging on the back of her neck. “Where did they go?”

James rubbed a hand across the window in the door. Then he coughed twice, still feeling the effects of the fire. His lungs had taken quite a beating; they seemed to be filled with a coat of black dust. He could hear his throat producing a thin wheezing noise, reminiscent of a child’s rubber squeak-toy. 


“I don’t know where they are,” he said. “I can’t even see the car. Can you?”

“I think so.”

James put his hands against the glass like binoculars. A few seconds later he said, “How is that possible? My eyes are better than yours and I can’t see shit.”

“I have my contacts in.”

“Still…” 


Ignoring James and his complaining tone, Debra tapped her fingers together. Tap; tap; tap. Something felt wrong, something she couldn’t express or explain. It was like she was standing on a landmine. 


She looked at James, wondering if his eyes were always so dark.
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“There’s so much rain,” James said. “I can’t believe it.”

“We should call the police now, right?” 


“What’s that?”

“I should call the police now.”

James reflected on the fire, the burning children and the emergency vehicles that raced to the scene. He remembered the school and the chaos that was inside of it. He thought about Johnny and then blocked his thoughts. He said “no” without realizing it, and with his eyes closed he stepped away from the window feeling a light, yet painful twinge inside his chest. He wondered if he would have a heart attack.

“Why not?” Debra asked.

“What?” James opened his eyes. He wanted to shoot Debra more than ever. But he wasn’t ready yet. His thoughts were swaying. He thought about the Bakisi and the urge to kill came down a notch.

“Why not? Why shouldn’t we call the police? If you’re innocent, I mean. If you’re really innocent, explain it to the cops. It might be a pain in the ass, going to court and everything, but I’ll stand by you. I promise.”

“I don’t think we should get the police involved, Debra. At least, not yet.”

“If we’re in danger we should call them. It just makes sense.” 


As the words were spoken, Debra realized that the police had told her to stay close to home. She questioned her actions, her words. How much trouble have I caused myself? she wondered. Will I be charged for something? Have I gone that far? 


As Debra’s mind rehashed her conversation with the police, James was up to his eyeballs in his own thoughts. He wanted to explain, wanted Debra to understand that before anything else happened––meaning that before the police were involved––he needed to kill the Bakisi. It was the only way. 


Lightning blasted the sky, startling both of them.

“Who do think is out there?”

Debra shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s the police.”

“Did you call them?”

“No.”

Honest?”

“I wouldn’t lie to you James. But you’re being stupid.”

James felt his shoulders slump. “Listen Debra,” he whispered. “There’s something you need to know.”

“What is it?”

The sound of breaking glass filled the air, followed by an unusual, awkward TH-THUMP. One of the bedroom windows had just been destroyed.

James smiled, finished his thought and whispered, “You’re going to die you stupid fucking whore.”

But Debra, who had just released a small, sharp yelp, didn’t hear a word of it.
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They shuffled down the hall together; James opened a bedroom door. He clicked the light on and stepped inside. Rain fell through the gaping hole where the window had once been. There was broken glass everywhere.

“What’s the––?” Debra allowed. The room was loaded with furniture from the living room. And it wasn’t just the furniture. It seemed like everything from the entire place was stuffed in there. “What the hell is all of this? Why would you do this to my cottage?”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll explain later.”

“Explain now! What the hell are you doing?”

James stroked the gun. Now, he thought. Do it now. Shoot her in the face. Shoot her in the face and then rape her. Pull the bones from her body and set her hair on fire. Chop off her head. Do it! Do it now! Chop off her fucking head!

“I’m phoning the cops,” Debra said. She had enough. “I’m not playing this game any longer; you’ve lost your frigging mind.” 


She rushed into the common room aiming for the phone. 


James spun around; he lifted his arms and said, “Don’t Debra! Please! Let me deal with something first!” 


Debra couldn’t believe it: The phone was gone––almost everything was gone. Only a couch, a table and a chair remained. She wondered what to do, and then she remembered that her cell phone was in her purse, which was in her car. But did she want to step outside? No. She didn’t. Not a chance.

“James, give me your phone,” she said. “I’m calling the police.”

“No! No police, not yet.”

“Give me your phone you psycho!”

“No!”

Before Debra had a chance to escalate the confrontation, another bedroom window smashed. The sound of rain became louder.

“Oh shit,” James said. “It happened again!”

He scooted down the hallway and opened another door. Firewood was lying on the floor in a pool of broken glass. Without hesitation, James moved across the hallway and opened the third bedroom door. 


This time he watched it happen: Firewood smashed through the window. Hundreds of tiny shards blasted apart and three large hunks of glass fell from the sill. Large pieces of glass exploded on the floor, becoming small, dangerous projectiles that bounced in every direction. The firewood landed on a carpet and rolled across the floor spinning.

With the shotgun raised, James walked to the window. He fired a shot into the darkness. The sound was enormous.

“Debra! My phone…” James reconsidered his words. Did he really want the police here?

“Where is it?” Debra shouted.

Firewood smashed through the kitchen window. Seconds later the bathroom window suffered the same fate. 


Debra ran across the common room with tears forming in her eyes. “Come on, she said. “We’re under attack! Give me your phone!”

Look on the table, James secretly thought while saying, “No Debra! No phones!”

Then the gunshots blasted. It was hard to say how many shots were fired, it sounded like a dozen or more. And as the patio doors shattered and glass went flying into the near empty living room, James thought he was hit. But he wasn’t. Not yet. 


But soon he would be.
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Debra dropped on her hands and knees and then she rolled onto her belly. Tears streamed down her face. Her hands shook and her lips trembled. She could feel the air blowing through the cottage now, and the rain seemed louder than ever. She was confused and afraid; she wished she stayed home. Everything was happening too fast. 


Holding the shotgun high, James stepped past Debra. He walked towards the door, the danger, and whatever else lay waiting. A growing puddle of rain was on the floor now, and James realized that every room would be wet. Not that it mattered. After all, a wet floor wasn’t a concern. Living to tell the tale on the other hand… 


“Where are you going?” Debra mumbled, trembling on the floor. A mountain of thunder shook the world around them. “James?”

“Get down and stay down!”

He imagined that he was the masked executioner and that she was a witch. He imagined a crowd of thousands watching and cheering as he raised the blade above his head. 


Where’s the axe? he wondered. 


And there it was, lying on the floor near his feet. He set the shotgun down and lifted the axe up. 


Now, he thought. Chop off her head now.

He knew it would be easy. Debra was lying face down with her hands over her ears. She was perfectly still. This was the moment he had been waiting for. 


James raised the axe above his head.

Another two shots were fired. Both bullets came through the doorway, catching James in the shoulder. He spun in a circle and stumbled back. Pain tore through his body; blood squirted through the air. The axe slipped from his grasp, narrowly missing Debra’s head. 


And Debra screamed. 


James, still standing, felt strange and distant. He wondered where he had been hit. Then another ripple of pain came, and his thoughts were lost inside a swirl of agony.

Another shot was fired. And another.

More glass fell.

Then came silence. Not total silence. No––not with the storm ripping the neighborhood a new asshole, but for James it seemed like silence. Or death. 


Yes, he thought. Perhaps death had come. 


He fell then. He fell against the wall and slid down it. And that’s where he stayed––leaning against the wall with his legs folded together, the axe lying across his lap and his head resting against the pinewood wall. Blood bubbled from the double hole in his shoulder, staining his dress shirt red. His eyelids fluttered. Then his eyes closed and his thoughts began drifting, fading… 


Debra scrambled towards James on all fours. She ripped open his shirt and rammed a finger into his wound. 


James’s eyes popped wide open and his jaw dropped.

“Man oh man,” Debra said, trying to whisper. “I need your phone you fucking, cracked-out idiot. I need your phone and I need it right now. Where the hell is it?”

She twisted her finger in a circle, scooping meat from his shoulder. 


James felt the pain, heard the words, and sensed that something was rooting around inside his flesh, but he didn’t understand. He was adrift within the pain and the confusion. The infection was getting worse now. The beast seemed to be taking control. 


“Who would do this? He whispered, tasting blood in his mouth. “The police?”

“I don’t think so asshole, but… oh God… I need the phone. Where is it? I need to call 911. This is an emergency James. This is an emergency!”

She rammed her finger in further.

James coughed and moaned. Soot flavored blood filled his mouth. He didn’t know if he was bleeding internally or if he had bitten his tongue. Perhaps it was both.

“Come on, come on!” 


Debra heard footsteps. She felt the aura of an unfamiliar presence and looked up. She was hoping to see a uniform.

Elmer and Switch looked down at her; they were soaking wet. Switch held a baseball bat in the tight swirls of his hand. His eyes seemed to be filled with unstable, stressed-out shame. Elmer had two of Franco’s guns tucked between his leather belt and his jeans. He had a sinful grin on his psychotic face; he looked like a gunslinger. 


“What do you want?” Debra said. She pulled her finger free of James and pushed herself away from the two men.

“You’ll see,” Elmer said. He yanked the bat from Switch’s grip and raised it high. Grinding his teeth together, he took a swing. 


And before the wood hit home, James began laughing.
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First came nothing, then a terrible, lonely darkness.

Footsteps. 


Wind. 


Cold.

A long empty road… 


No… not empty.

Not empty.

Thunder.

Rain.

Lightning. And with the lightning came a brilliant sliver of light. And inside that brilliant sliver of light, that sliver of simple clarity, an image appeared. An image of people, dead people, a marching band that struggled to march, a band without music, without rhythm or happiness, moving together, walking in silence. They were the walking dead.

It slipped away.

Nothing.

Darkness.

People.

Dead––with feet dragging.

Tattered remains. 


Clothing torn.

Broken bones. Crushed limbs. Missing teeth. Burning flesh. 


Blood.

Fading.

Fading away to nothing, to red, to dust.

“I’m going to save you,” a voice said. It was the boy. It was Mathew. He was sitting on a park bench with a balloon in his hand––a red balloon that seemed to be dripping blood.

“How can you save me?” A voice asked. The voice belonged to the person James had once been, before the infection. He sound normal and nice; he sounded sane. 


The boy took a deep breath, as if discouraged. “All I can do is try. I can’t promise you, James. It may not be within my power. But I’m on the other side. I’m with them. I will try.”

Mathew released the balloon. It floated into the air, still dripping blood. 


Drip; drip; drip.

James opened his blurry eyes and heard Debra crying––and begging. She sounded like she was in danger. He wanted to help her. He wanted to save her. He wanted to chop off her head and eat her body. But he was hurt. Blood was running along his face, falling to his legs. 


I’m sitting in a chair, he thought. I’m tied up. Tied to the chair. But I’ve got to help Debra, because Debra’s hurt. They’re hurting her. Someone is hurting her, making her cry, making her scream. I need to chop off her head. 


I owe her that much.

Where have the gunshots gone? 


Where are the guns? 


James closed his eyes. He wanted them to stop hurting her. He needed them to stop, but… they didn’t. They kept going; they kept doing whatever it was that they were doing. She was crying, begging, screaming. 


She was suffering. 


Suffering. Suffering. 


He was drifting away. Drifting.

Drifting into the nothing, into the darkness, into the black. 


Into the abyss––

Blackened.

Red. 


Blood. 


Dead bodies. 


Tombstones.

Pain and suffering.

Vengeance. Retribution.

Walking, living scarecrows.

Rain. Thunder continuing.

Lightning. Two times. And with the lightning James saw Johnny among the scattered few.

Johnny.

Johnny walking.

Walking to the cottage––walking with the dead. Leading them to him.

Johnny, with a self-inflicted bullet hole in his head and blood dripping endlessly––he was bringing the dead through the darkness, the rain, the thunder and the lightning. Johnny was bringing the dead.

The dead were coming.

The dead would be here soon.

And a single red balloon floated above them.

Drip; drip; drip.

A single red balloon.

The dead were coming.
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The Bakisi circled the town until it picked up another scent. This time, it found the scent inside the hospital. It traveled floor to floor, searching. It moved past the elevators and along the patterned floor. It moved past a row of vending machines and an open concept waiting room. Finally it found Mathew’s room. 


It entered.

Mathew was in the same position he had been in all day. Anne was beside him in the chair, asleep. 


The Bakisi didn’t wait; it didn’t hesitate. It killed Anne quickly, cutting a five-inch incision in her throat. Anne fell to the floor with her rosary wrapped around her fingers. Blood pooled around her head. A string of spittle hung between her lips, which opened and closed until the end. She never said a word. She never even opened her eyes.

As the Bakisi turned away, Mathew sat up. He reached out with his mouth wide. He took hold of the Bakisi and squeezed it inside his tiny bruised hands.

Then everything changed.


 

* * * 



 

Mathew was sitting beside an old man on a park bench. The sun was shining and the air was warm and still. The old man looked to be a hundred and fifty years old or more, and older still if you saw into his eyes. His eyes were black pools of what seemed to be infinity. He was dressed plainly, in a long thin coat without color. He wore dark shoes and dark pants. 


Mathew said, “Why are you doing this?”

The old man turned towards the boy. His teeth were long and sharp, like the teeth of an animal, like stained pitchforks. He said, “It is nature’s way.”

Mathew pondered this. This was not the nature that he knew of. He wondered if he was being told a fib. 


“Surely,” he said, “there is nothing natural about you, whatever you are.”

“But there is.” The old man replied, flaunting a terrible smile. “It is natures way, and I’m a part of nature. I am as natural as the air we breathe, the sky above, the water in the ocean and the serpents within it. In days gone by, I was considered a God. And as a God, an old God, I can tell you quite surely that there can be nothing good without something bad, happiness without sadness, heaven without hell. I would think that you understood these basic principles. This is not the deliberation of genius.”

“Then you are from hell, yes?”

“There is no hell.”

“I don’t understand.”

The old man stood up and walked across the yard. Mathew followed. Soon they came to an ice-cream stand and the old man said, “Would you like an ice cream?”

“Yes please.” Mathew replied. He was handed the cone and he licked it immediately. “This is delicious.” 


“Of course it is. It is a taste that you enjoy, more than all others.”

Strange, Mathew thought. He had never tasted it before.

They walked a little further. The park was near empty. And it was a beautiful day; the type of day that Mathew lived for. 


Something occurred to him: He created this world, this environment that surrounded them. This was his heaven, his sanctuary. Nothing bad could happen to him here. 


He wasn’t sure how he knew this, but he did.

Testing this theory, Mathew wished for a green balloon. A balloon appeared; the string was comfortably wrapped around his free hand. But it wasn’t green, his favorite color. It was red. He tried his luck again. This time, he wished for a baseball hat. One appeared on his head, New Jersey Devils. It fit perfectly. 


“Third time’s a charm,” he said, and he wished that the Bakisi would be gone forever, erased from reality, non-existent.

“I’m afraid your petty tricks won’t work on me, little one,” the old man said.

“And why not?”

The old man grinned. “I have some terrible news for you. This is not your world; it is mine. I allowed you to think that you had captured me. But it was I that captured you. I brought you here, and I had you believe that you were the dominant one. You and I are connected now, here in this world of darkness. And in your own world, you are at the mercy of those around you. You will never wake––and I will not harm you. Not now. Not ever. We are connected. We are as one. You will see what I see. You will go where I go. You will know the things that I choose to teach you. And I will reap the rewards. I know what you know. And now, little one, I know where your uncle is hiding. You have shown me the way. We shall travel there together. It’s time to get going.”

The old man began laughing, with his long teeth clicking concurrently. 


The world, that was a shining paradise for the child, began changing. The sky turned black, the ground turned to flame, the ice cream cone became a handful of scattering insects with mouths hungry and snapping.

Mathew screamed. The string that was attached to the red balloon tightened around his hand like a snake. He screamed again. And again.

He screamed for a very long time. 


He screamed forever.
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James opened his eyes; the room was spinning. He tried to lift a hand and couldn’t do it. He was tied to a chair. 


Fading in and out of consciousness, the room blurred. Sounds that seemed muffled and strange seeped into his brain. An overtone of ringing and buzzing was heard. He looked through the broken patio door and noticed the rain. It seemed softer, less severe. The storm was dying; soon it would be over. Without looking around, James drew the conclusion that the room was empty. And perhaps the cottage was empty––accept, he could hear voices and laugher coming from one of the bedrooms. He could also hear Debra crying. As it turned out, the room wasn’t empty. Debra was beside him, tied to another chair.

“Debra.” James whispered. 


Debra’s lips were ripped apart on one side. She had scrapes on her knuckles, and one finger was missing. It had been crudely bandaged with a cloth. The cloth was bright red. Her eyes were puffy and she had large bruises down both sides of her face and neck. 


James swallowed. It tasted like acid. His eyes watered; his heart skipped a beat. This wasn’t right. No matter what she had done, this was definitely not right. 


“Are you okay?” 


No response. 


After a long silence, James realized that Debra’s clothing had become dirty and wet. She looked like she had been dragged outside. 


Debra mumbled, “You’re awake.” Her tattered lips quivered. 


“What’s happening?”


Debra’s head rolled to one side; a line of blood pooled on her chin. Struggling to speak, she said, “The guy you kidnapped is here, but be quiet. Don’t let them know you’re awake. If they find out, they’ll come. I don’t want them to come out here. Not again.”

With the lowest possible voice, almost like a high-pitched wisp, James said, “The guy I kidnapped? Who are you talking about?”

Debra coughed gently. “I don’t remember his name. Is it Alan?”

“Do you mean Elmer?”

“Yes, that’s him. Elmer. He has two friends with him; don’t you remember? They shot you; and smashed us with a baseball bat. Then they beat me up, and…” 


Debra closed her eyes. She didn’t want to say it or admit it. She didn’t even want to think it. But she knew what they did. Oh yes. She knew. 


First it was the big guy––the guy she hadn’t talked about yet; the guy with his chest covered in tattooed skulls, spiders and dragons; the guy with the nice clothing and foul breath. He was the violent one. From the very beginning, he was sadistic. He wanted to cause pain; he liked it rough. He forced her to say things, forced her to do things, terrible things, things she would never do again. And before he was finished––before he punched her and kicked her and tore her finger off with his teeth––he dropped his seed inside of her. 


Then Elmer joined in.

Elmer wanted to abuse Debra, just like the big man. He wanted to drop his seed inside of her too, and show Debra what a real man was about, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t keep himself excited. He tried and failed, which made him embarrassed and angry. He turned violent and became an animal, a monster. 


But monsters don’t exist, Debra told herself while it was happening. 


But sometimes they do.

Sometimes they do.

Debra fought back the tears. She didn’t want to tell James that Elmer forced her to suck his cock until he was so angry––and embarrassed––that he spit in her face and pulled her bottom lip three inches from her mouth. No, she didn’t want to tell James that. She didn’t want to admit it either. But it happened. Oh yes, it all happened.

“I don’t remember,” Debra said, pushing away the thoughts. 


“What is it?”

Debra swallowed, struggling to speak. “There’s another man, a third man. He’s big… and mean. He has tattoos on his chest.” 


“Elmer’s here?”

“Yes, I’m trying to tell you…” Debra closed her eyes. “You remember the girl I brought to the hospital? Her name is Jennifer.”

“Yeah.”

“Elmer beat her up.”

“When?”

“Jennifer said she found Elmer on the highway and she stopped to help him. And then Elmer attacked her and took her car.”

“How do you know this?”

“Shhh. You’ve got to be quiet!”

“I am being quiet. How do you know this?”

“Inside the hospital we saw the news reports on TV. She saw his face on CNN. He was with you.”

A silence fell between them; James remembered dumping Elmer on the side of the road. He remembered treating him poorly and thinking that Elmer was a hard book to read. Looking back, he sure as shit had done some misreading. “How did he find us here?”

Debra whispered, “I don’t know.”

Dizzy. Lightheaded. It became hard for James to stay focused. Thoughts of Elmer drifted, replaced with nothing. 


Then––

Leaning his head back, he thought about the two of them, James and Debra, peas in a pod. He thought about the fun times––lazy Saturday afternoons, lying in bed, naked and playful. Laughing, with smiles on their faces and contentment in their hearts. He thought about the nights they had spent, the good times and the bad. Jokes, boisterous laughter, drunken fights and bliss; the expression Debra made while sleeping, with her mouth open and the unseen hinge of her jaw wide. Like a soldier, Debra had once said, and he knew what she meant. Debra would lie under the covers like a soldier, not moving, not disrupting the perfectly tucked, ultra-clean sheets. And in the morning the sheets would be flawless on her side. In contrast, the sheets would be destroyed on his, like he had jumped on the bed for hours. He thought about all this and more––the day they met, birthdays and dinners and everything else that the relationship had been. She had made him a better person, a more complete person. She had seen his promising side, his confidence, his drive, and the diamond that was lying within his undeniable rough. She loved him, and he loved her. He loved her so much that it hurt.

“Debra.” James whispered. “I’m really sorry. I never wanted things to happen this way. Please forgive me. I love you. Since the day that I met you, I’d loved you like no other. You’re my world.”

Debra began crying. She hated hearing James giving his last rites speech. It didn’t make things better. It made things worse, solidifying the reality of the situation. 


“Oh God.” She said, pulling air deep into her lungs “You kidnapped the wrong guy, James. Now it’s payback time. We’re in serious trouble here. I think they’re going to kill me. I really, really do.”

James didn’t know what to say. He knew she was hurting. Truth was, he was hurting too. 


A thought came, clear and simple: If Elmer doesn’t kill you, I surely will. I fucking hate you. 


And then he smiled and consciousness drifted away.
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In the master bedroom, Switch and Elmer sat on a bed, drinking beers and snorting fat lines of cocaine off an unread Sèphera Girón novel. The Girón cover displayed a naked woman holding a knife, which was the reason Elmer had picked that particular book off a shelf loaded with fifty or sixty unread novels––most of them being James Patterson, Michael Crichton, or Tom Clancy. It was the first time he had ever seen so many unread books in one place, with the exception, of course, of being inside a bookstore.

For the occasion, Switch brought thirty-six beers, a bottle of Scotch, two bottles of Vodka, a couple joints and two eightballs of coke––each ball, being the equivalent of three and a half grams. It was enough drugs and alcohol for a very good-sized bender, as long as the party was small. He also brought two bags of greasy, low-end Chinese food, a bottle of Pepsi, two bottles of Ginger Ale and a bottle of orange juice. Elmer ate a few chicken wings and a half plate of noodles before knocking back three rails, one after another. After that, the food wasn’t nearly as appetizing and it sat in the dresser, largely untouched.

And even with the alcohol, THC, and cocaine in his system, Switch felt a terrible guilt eating at his thoughts. 


When Switch arrived, he expected to find Elmer waiting for him inside a car. He figured he’d talk Elmer into renting a motel, or perhaps one of those cheap rental cottages that gets used and abused by college kids. After all, they needed a home base. Didn’t they? Of course they did. How could they live without one? 


He figured talking Elmer into renting a place would be easy, but it didn’t happen. In this plan of his (that seemed as clear as the sky above, which wasn’t all that clear––if he remembered correctly), he could see Elmer sitting on a motel bed, restless and anxious, more than prepared to go James-hunting. He could see Elmer’s impatience, anxiety and annoyance growing with every minute that slipped by. He could see Elmer’s irritation turning to anger, his frustration becoming fury. But he could also see something else, something small and simple. He could see Elmer’s eyes widen when the food came in, realizing, perhaps for the first time, that he had not eaten a bite in the last five or six hours. We shouldn’t go out there on an empty stomach, Switch would say. 


Queen takes Knight.

And when the beer came in?

Queen takes Queen.

And at the end of the meal, after a second and third beer, Switch would pull out the cocaine, drop six lines on the table and roll a fresh bill. 


Queen takes King. 


Check and Checkmate. 


Game Over.

Instead of murder, it would be a night of drinking, talking, inhaling lines and gaining a new perspective. Thoughts of murder and revenge would be put on hold, and in time, replaced with consumption. Murder would seem like the wrong approach, and if it didn’t seem wrong––it wouldn’t matter. Switch would have secretly called the police by then and James would have been caught. 


Unfortunately, all this came to a crashing halt when Switch found Elmer at the side of the road, covered in blood, saying he killed five people in the last few hours. To make matters worse, Elmer phoned Moore, the biggest, meanest asshole in the world. Switch hated Moore. Always had.

On a brighter note, Elmer hadn’t actually killed five people. It was only four. 


Jennifer had survived. 
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Moore stepped out of the bathroom. He was a big man. His clothing was stylish and expensive. He had money, drugs and power; he had muscle and the desire to use it. Weighing in at two fifty-five, Moore looked like a football player––with a neck larger than his head. He enjoyed the good things in life and he felt right at home when people looked at him with a mix of fear and admiration. His skin was dark and smooth, if you didn’t take into account the long scar beneath his chin. There was nothing smooth about that place; someone had cut his throat with a broken bottle, attempting to saw his head from his body. 


Moore entered the common area and realized that James had opened his eyes. This seemed to be what he had been waiting for. He smiled an evil man’s smile, pointed a thick, non-calloused finger and licked his lips.

“Oh lookie-here.” He said with a deep, upsetting voice. “Look who’s coming around… it’s the man of the hour, the dickhead I’ve been waiting to meet. The one and only: James the jerk-off. He’s back and ready to join the party. Wait ‘til guys hear. Things are about to get interesting, I reckon. Yep, things are about to get real good.” 


Moore dragged his fingers along the center of his scar. He opened the fridge, lifted a beer and spit on the floor. Closing the refrigerator, he began to laugh. 


James wondered if laughter had ever sounded so cold and cruel. He also wondered if Moore was an alien.

Debra started to cry.
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“Do you know what time it is?” James asked, while he had a moment alone with Debra. His eyes were glossed over; his hair was matted to one side.

“I’m not too sure… it’s close to five am, I think. Why?”

“The sun will be coming up soon. If we get lucky, someone will find a corpse on the beach, or in the grass, or wherever. Then the police will be involved. That’s our only chance, really.”

Debra groaned, holding back her tears. “Don’t say that.”

“Sorry.”

“I wish I had never come.”

“I wish you called the police when you had the chance.”

“You wouldn’t let me.”

“I know. I’m kicking myself for that.”

“When will you learn that I’m always right?”

“A little too late, apparently.”

For a while neither of them said anything. Then with a nod of her head, Debra said, “This sucks.” Her mouth felt dry and sticky. 


James said, “I think they killed Franco’s wife.” He sounded a lot like Johnny now. His voice was flat and empty.

“What makes you think that?”

“I don’t know. It’s just a feeling I guess. I’m thinking this: The neighbors on the left side are never home. And if one of those guys didn’t kill Franco’s wife, she would have come over… or something. She would have been looking for Franco, right? But she didn’t come over. At least, I don’t think she did. And I heard a woman scream. I know I did. I figure it was her.”

“Maybe she came by.”

He looked at Debra then, with dark eyes that were rolling in their sockets. “When?”

“I don’t know.”

“Wouldn’t you have noticed?”

“Elmer… beat the shit out of me. Then he tied me up. I passed out for a while after he tied me. I don’t know what happened. Anything is possible, I suppose.”

Time crawled a while, and then Debra said, “Listen James, I’m pretty upset with you. To be honest, I wish we had never met. But when I first got here, you said Franco was dead. Well… I thought you killed him. I was sure of it. It seems now that you didn’t. I guess I’m trying to say this: I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. Not that I don’t want to kill you right about now, ‘cause I do. I fucking hate you, but I’m also sorry. I wanted you to know that. I had to get it off my chest.”

“That’s so funny,” James said. “I want to kill you too.”

Debra nodded. She thought he was kidding.

Inside the bedroom the men shuffled their feet; they were about to join the party.

“I guess this is it.” James said.

“Yeah, I guess so. I love you James, even when I hate you.”

It seemed that James didn’t hear. And a moment later, the bedroom door opened. This was the end.
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As Moore and Switch walked into the common room, Elmer stepped outside. A few minutes later he returned, dragging Franco’s body inside by the wrists. Franco’s head hung back. He was dripping wet; all but the sockets of his eyes were covered in dirt. 


Elmer plunked the corpse on the floor near Debra’s feet. Then he stepped outside again, and returned with the body of a woman that neither Debra nor James had seen before. Elmer laid the woman next to Franco. He rubbed a dirty foot along the side of the corpse and unleashed a terrible grin. “You see that?” He said to Debra. “That’s you, an hour from now. Dead. You like that?”

James bit his tongue; Debra thanked God for small miracles.

“Hey bitch,” Moore said. “You were asked a question. Do you like what you see?”

“No,” Debra said. “Of course not. What kind of a question is that? Nobody likes that. This is terrible.”

“I bet your boyfriend likes it,” Elmer said. “He likes that sort of thing. You know that, right? Of course you do. He’s a sick fuck. Maybe you are too.” 


Moore sipped his beer, and said, “He’s a stone cold killer.”

James moved uncomfortably in his chair. His shoulder throbbed. He wasn’t sure if the bullets had passed through him or if they were still inside. If he had to guess, he would say they were still in there. But what did he know? He had never been shot before.

Elmer stepped outside again, and then tossed a dead dog into the hallway. After that he dragged the dog’s master in by the scruff of his neck. The man’s water-wrinkled face had turned as white as the ceiling he gazed at. His teeth were covered in dirt. On his fifth and final trip, Elmer dropped Helga’s dead body on––what was now––the pile.
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James had seen enough horror flicks to imagine Elmer’s next move. He figured Elmer would prop the bodies up on the couch; perhaps he would try to feed them or have a conversation with them. 


Of course, Elmer wasn’t thinking that way. He wasn’t crazy. James was the infected one. Elmer had simply brought the bodies inside to hide them. Nothing more. Nothing less. Dropping the corpses in front of Debra and James, that was for the dramatic aspect, sure it was, but the dramatics would end there. And after a few minutes, a damp, pungent smell began creeping around the room, making people nauseous and woozy. It smelled like old meat.

Nobody liked that. 


Ultimately, Elmer dragged the bodies into a bedroom. He sprayed air freshener; Moore poked fun and Switch said nothing. Elmer didn’t care what either one of them thought. The bodies were grossing him out, and besides, they were getting in the way.

“How do you want to do this?” Moore said.

Elmer shrugged. “I don’t know. What do you think?” The question was directed at James.

James shook his head and said, “How about you let us go?” 


The remark earned a few laughs, not that James was trying to be funny.

“No son,” Moore said. “I don’t think so. In fact, I think it’s time we get started.”

“Any last words?” Elmer said. “Final requests… anything like that? If so, now’s the time.”

Debra looked nervous. 


James wondered if she knew she’d be first to die.

Since the moment that James opened his eyes, he knew Debra would be first. And worse than that, he knew it wouldn’t be pretty. He took a deep breath and tried to be strong. 


“Are you being serious?” He asked. “Or are you just talking shit?”

Elmer’s grin faltered. “What do you mean?” 


“What I’m saying is this: Are you talking shit right now, reciting cool dialog from a movie you didn’t understand, or are you actually offering me a final request?”

The room fell silent. 


Moore crossed his arms and leaned against a counter. Switch lifted an eyebrow. The weight in the room shifted, if only for a moment. Pressure had fallen upon Elmer’s shoulders. Was he a man of his word, or just another asshole with a mouthful of bullshit?

“I don’t know,” Elmer said. “Why? Do you have something important to say? You gonna talk your way out of this or somethin’, douche-bag?”

“No,” James said. “I don’t think that’s possible. And if you’re reciting lines from a second-rate action movie I’ll save my breath. But if you’re really offering me a final request, then I suppose, I do have something worth asking. The thing is… I haven’t figured you out yet, Elmer. I’m not sure if asking is worth my time.”

“You don’t have much time,” Elmer said. “And I’m not so sure you figured that out, hotshot.”

“Yeah, I figured as much. I might be stupid but I’m not that stupid.” 


Moore leaned in; he rubbed his hands together. “Listen son,” he said. “I’d love to hear a final request, a final plea, your famous last words. And I’m sure the guys would love to hear it too, right guys?”

Switch faked a laugh. “Let’s hear your famous last words.”

“Without meaning disrespect to you two cock suckers, I’m asking Elmer. He’s the one with the problem. He’s the one that wants to kill me.”

“No son,” Moore said, reading James with his eyes. “I’m the one that wants to kill you. Steel just wants it more. Ain’t that right Steel?”

As James waited for the Elmer to supply him with an answer, he couldn’t help notice that the word ‘Steel’ had been used again. Things became clear: Elmer had lied. Truth be told, James knew it all along.

“What’s the request?” Elmer asked.

James shifted his weight; his shoulder throbbed. From where he was sitting, he could see his shotgun sitting on the table, next to his wallet, his keys, and a couple phones. Then he noticed a handgun on the table, and a knife. The weapons seemed so close. If he could break free of the chair, the gun would be in his hand within seconds. 


“What’s the request?” Elmer asked a second time.

“Should I ask? Will you––”

“If it’s reasonable,” Elmer barked. “ I’ll considerate it.”

“Okay. Fair enough. I’d like a couple of beers, for me and Debra.”

“Is that all?”

“Yeah. That’s it.”

“Why do you want beers, to ease the pain? Is that what you’re thinking? Because if that’s what you’re thinking, you’re fucking stupid.”

“We’re talking about a beer or two each, like the condemned man’s last meal. How much pain can it possibly ease?”

Elmer shook his head. 


“Not much,” he said. “Not much at all.”


 


 

107


 

Moore pushed a gun––a different gun, not the one sitting on the table––against Debra’s temple. Switch untied her, and re-tied her a moment later, allowing one hand freedom below the elbow. They did the same for James. Within a few minutes James and Debra were drinking what they thought to be, one final beer. As it turned out, they were offered a second. 


James thought things were starting to swing in his favor, at least a little. Then Elmer said, “Let the games begin.” And without hesitation, Switch re-tied their hands and Moore made a trip to his car. He returned with a large, black toolbox. The very sight of the box made James nauseous. 


“It’s getting bright out there,” Moore said. “It’s getting hot too. Looks like a nice day is brewing. What do you think of that? It rained all night long, now it’s beautiful. Strange weather, huh?” 


“Sure is.” Elmer said. “We’re standing on the edge of a wonderful, and memorable day. Are you guys ready?” 


James said nothing. Debra said nothing. Switch opened his mouth and then snapped it shut. 


Moore said, “Fucking right I’m ready.” 


And with that, Elmer began to laugh.
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Elmer opened the toolbox and lifted a hammer. Turning to Moore, he said, “Do me a favor?”

“What’s that?”

“Can you gag this woman? She’s about to start screaming.”

“Sure buddy. How about duct tape? We’ve got plenty of that.”

“Yeah, whatever. But put a towel in her mouth, will ya? Duct tape alone won’t do.”

“Listen guys,” Debra said. She knew she had nothing to bargain with, and they weren’t going to listen. But she had to try. She had to. This was it. “You don’t have to do this… I can give you money. I’ll do what ever you want!”

“Oh God.” Elmer said, sounding bored. “Hurry up, will ya? She’s starting to gush.”

“Yeah, yeah. Hold on.”

“Come on!” Debra cried. “Don’t do this! You don’t have to do this! I won’t tell, or say anything! I’ll be good! I won’t––”

“SHUT UP!” Elmer screamed, slapping her across the face.

Shock claimed the room. Nobody was prepared for Elmer’s violence. Not James, not Debra, not even Elmer’s goons. Somehow––until that moment––everything seemed unreal, like a joke without a punch line. But now the punch line was revealed. Elmer wasn’t fucking around. He was planning on killing James and Debra, and he was planning on being mean about it.

Switch said, “Hey Elmer, buddy. Take it easy. You don’t have to do this. Let’s have another beer. Let’s chill out a while.”

Elmer spun around. His nostrils flared. “No! No! No! Don’t you dare pull this shit! I knew you were getting soft on me! And you knew what this was, you knew right from the start. Do you think I’m kidding, Switch? Do you think I killed those people and that stupid dog because I was joking around? Get your head out of your ass or I’ll tie you to that fucking chair as well!” Pointing at James, he said, “This is what we came here for! This pile of shit, right here! It’s time for this bastard to get what’s coming! And he knows what he did! He knows! Now hand me that fucking duct tape and a dish towel.”

Without hesitation, Moore tossed Elmer the tape, along with a rag he found under the sink. 


Debra, still stunned by the slap in the face, looked James in the eye. 


“Oh shit,” She said. “Don’t let them do this to me! Help me! Do something! Do something!”

James struggled in his chair, cursing and swearing. He would have given anything to be somewhere else at that moment, and he would have given anything twice over to bring Debra with him. His place, Debra’s place, they both seemed like a dream now, a dream that was slipping away. 


It was then, at that very moment, as Elmer was wedging a dirty fingernail into the duct tape, trying to find a corner, when James wished––with all of his heart––that he didn’t love her. Love was doing nothing for him––nothing good, anyhow. Love stinks, love is a drug, love is for suckers, love is the enemy––and all the rest of it. If James didn’t love her, his heart wouldn’t be getting tossed into the wood chipper and his thinking wouldn’t have been clouded and diluted with forthcoming bereavement. But the fact of the matter was this: He did love her. Oh yeah, he loved her always and he loved her forever. She was his everything––his reason to get up in the morning, his reason to smile. He would have traded places if he could, not that it would have mattered. After those bastards had their way with Debra, James would be next. And by that time, they would be all warmed up and ready for more. 


James struggled, noticing that the ropes were not as tight as before. For some reason, unknown to him, Switch had left them loose. 


“Easy there son,” Moore said. The rasp in his voice was like ugly on a gorilla. “Don’t struggle that way or you’ll be dealing with me sooner than expected. And you don’t want that, son. I’ll rip off your head, open up my ass and shit down your neck. I’ll drink gasoline and piss fire. I’ll slit your throat and call it happiness. Don’t think I won’t.”

“Oh please don’t do this!” Debra kept begging, “I’ll do anything! I’ll do anything!” 


Elmer swiftly and crudely stuffed the rag into Debra’s mouth. Then he ran the tape around her head, making it tight, making it hurt. He said, “Of course you’ll do anything bitch. You’ll do anything I want. But it doesn’t matter, ‘cause your time is up.” He punched her in the face once, which dazed her. It became a little easier to roll the tape around her head, finish what he was doing.

“You fuck!” James shouted, twisting and kicking and thrashing about. His insanity seemed to be coming and going in waves now. Love, hate, fear and anger swirled together improperly. His feelings were all over the road. “Leave her alone,” he said. “YOU LEAVE HER ALONE!”

Elmer reached inside the toolbox and pulled out a hammer. “Are you ready James? You ready for a little payback? Huh? Are you? Are you? You ready motherfucker? Watch this!” 


James felt the ropes give, not completely, but some. 


Escape seemed possible, perhaps likely.
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Elmer swung the hammer around in his hand. The double-claw end was face down, like jaws of a rattlesnake. And for a brief moment, before the hammer came speeding through the air, before Debra closed her eyes, before she felt the pain, before James screamed and Moore laughed and Switch wondered why he couldn’t stop what was happening, Debra felt her bowels twist into a knot and release. Her muscles, which were as tense and rigid as a painted door hinge, unexpectedly loosened and relaxed. She felt faint. She felt the room spin and her eyes flutter, and she became aware of a warm, wet sensation running through her legs and onto the chair. For the briefest of moments she felt embarrassed, but the feeling was short lived. The hammer came rushing down with terrible mind-numbing speed and precision. And as the hammer fell, her knees never moved, never flinched, never flexed or pulled away. They just sat there, waiting for the violent and blunt amalgamation between tool and flesh. 


The rounded claw hit her left knee. It tore through her jeans, skin, muscle, veins, cartilage, and snapped her bone––making a SKQUAT sound as it hit. And although her legs never moved during the course of this union, the rest of her body did. Her shoulders jumped and her fingers clenched; her stomach flipped and her eyes tore open as her head fell back. Debra’s mouth, which was a good size, turned into a gapping O that an eagle could had nested in, if not for the rag that was stuffed inside her mouth. Her teeth snapped after she screamed. Then she whined and gasped. And the room continued swirling. Hair clung to her head. Blood mixed with urine began draining to the floor, like she had sprung two leaks at once, which was not a far cry from the truth.

With a grunt, Elmer pushed the hammer towards Debra’s belly carelessly. He looked like he was trying to remove a stubborn nail from deep inside her knee. Then he pulled the hammer towards himself, wiggled it back and forth several times, and eventually, yanked it free. 


To say that Debra felt pain would be an understatement. Debra felt pain, more than pain in fact. She felt a taste of hell. 


Debra was in hell now, and James had a front row seat. And his ropes were loose, but not loose enough. Escape seemed possible, but it wasn’t happening. At least, not yet.

A furious and senseless look passed through Elmer’s eyes as he raised the object a second time. He looked as though he was having a religious experience. It was terrifying; he seemed more animal than man. 


As the hammer went up a string of blood quivered between the claws and Debra’s head came snapping forward. She knew what was coming; she recognized the motion. Silently she begged and inaudibly she screamed. 


The creature that Elmer had become didn’t notice, didn’t care. 


She begged for mercy with her eyes, knowing none would be received. And she continued begging as the hammer came roaring down, like it did the first time, with sick precision and a noise that was nothing short of ghastly. The claw hit the same muscles, crunched the same bones and mulched the same veins and arteries. But this time, her feet kicked and her legs slapped together, blood shot across the room and pooled around the chair. Her face dripped sweat. She turned as white as the glue she used as a child, during those pre-school Arts and Crafts classes. What she wouldn’t give to be there now. 


Elmer pushed the claw back and forth until he yanked it free. A piece of meat fell into the expanding shores of the fresh red pond. He swung the hammer again, grinning like a lunatic as he hit the same knurled spot––again. And again. And again. 


In the back of regions of Debra’s mind, she thought the hammer felt like thunder and sounded like a wave crashing against a rock. She wished she had never come. She wished she were dead.

James couldn’t turn away. 


He had been screaming, cursing, begging, threatening, all the while, fighting the ropes that held him. But the ropes were too strong. They were strong and loose at the same time––and he couldn’t break free. Lying, he told himself it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter now, because all this was happening; he couldn’t change it. Nothing could change it. Debra was suffering and quietly screaming and it didn’t matter––but it did matter. It did. Debra was being murdered one kneecap at a time and it was his fault. His reckless behavior created the situation, created the terror. And now he was strapped to a chair. Watching. Oh God, he couldn’t stop watching. His eyes were glued to the hammer––and the hammer kept going, and going, and going. And he loved it. That was the strangest thing. He loved it, even though he was the next in line and Debra was his girl. It didn’t matter. He screamed like he hated it but was lying to the world. He loved it, oh God. It was making him hard.

What else, he wondered, would the son of a bitch do? Chop Debra into pieces? Pull out her eyes? Boil her alive? Drill a screw into her forehead? Cut a hole in her stomach and remove her intestines, one bloody loop after another? 


“FUCK!” James screamed. He blamed himself. 


And he loved it.

He didn’t need hostages. Oh no. He didn’t need hostages and he didn’t need to threaten strangers with a shotgun. He didn’t need to pull the trigger two separate times, kill two separate people, destroy lives and property and God only knows what else. But he did. Oh yes, he did it all. And this was the punishment. But it wasn’t being handed to him; it was handed to the woman he loved: Debra. 


It wasn’t fair.

He wanted to be the one that killed her. He wanted to chop off her head.

Debra stopped fighting. Stopped watching. Stopped feeling the pain––at least for the moment. But the hammer kept coming, and coming, and coming. 


How many times? Ten? Twenty? Fifty? Two-hundred-and-fifty? She didn’t know. Her body was in shock now; her internal motor had turned off, like her mind, her thoughts and all of her survival intuitions. She was on other side of the violence now, not seeing, not listening, not caring or knowing. 


James watched the claw as it made its way through her leg; it began hitting the chair. Wood splintered. Lumber cracked. 


James and Debra were in hell.
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Switch didn’t like it. He didn’t like it at all. 


He stepped outside and walked along the driveway, away from the cottage, the blood, Elmer, and that goddamn hammer that came crashing down on that poor, unfortunate woman. He felt absolutely terrible. 


What Elmer was doing was wrong. Not a little wrong, like telling mom your homework was finished when you had four pounds of it waiting in your room. It was really wrong; Charles Manson wrong; Ted Bundy wrong; John Wayne Gacy wrong. 


Switch had no idea that Elmer was a lunatic. He always considered Elmer a friend, another misunderstood soul that rolled the dice and came up shy. He thought they were alike.

He was mistaken. 


It was no secret that Switch had killed a man and went to prison, but it had been… well, different. Refined. Gentleman like. Not like this. 


This was madness.


 

* * * 



 

Richard Tokay was the man’s name, the man Switch had killed. And Richard Tokay got what he deserved, which was punched out and left in a parking lot. The only problem was, he suffered too much, timing was wrong, and Richard froze to death on a cold February night. This happened nine years ago. 


Switch had just turned twenty-four; he had spent the night getting drunk with his buddies on the east side of town. Club Crow Bar, it was called. The bar showcased local bands for almost ten years before it finally went under, like so many venues before it. Switch was a musician back then, and his band Skulls & Daggers had played there many times. 


At 2:30 a.m., Switch walked to his car with a guitar in one hand and a girl he almost considered his girlfriend in the other. The girl’s name was Carrie Holbrook; she was a real cutie. Red hair. Tight body. Soft voice. Full lips. Great personality. A woman like that––no wonder Switch was smitten.

Switch and Carrie had been drinking for hours. They were both loaded, and Switch shouldn’t have been heading towards his car with driving on his mind, but that was beside the point. 


Richard Tokay, who enjoyed picking fights and was considered the town asshole, followed them outside. He asked for a ride. When Switch said no he took it personal. He called Carrie a whore and began suggesting that she had slept with half the men in town, including him and all of his friends. He also called her a band-slut. He said the only reason she liked Switch was because he played guitar. This didn’t sit well with Switch, who feared it was the truth. He had been harassed by Richard twice before, and this time he wasn’t having it. Words were spoken, followed by pushing and shoving. The guitar was dropped. Then came the fists. The fighting went back and forth violently. If a referee had been present he would have called it a draw. But then fate stepped in; Richard slipped on a patch of ice and went down hard. He banged his head off the bumper of a rusted-out Plymouth and Switch put the boots to him, kicking the man more times than he would like to admit. 


After that, Switch and Carrie jumped into the car and drove back to Switch’s apartment worried about drinking and driving and rehashing the fight. And if memory served them correctly, five minutes after they arrived home Switch passed out on the couch, blowing what was otherwise, a night of drunken smutty sex. 


The next day he realized that he left his guitar in the parking lot. It was a four thousand dollar Les Paul in a twenty-five dollar case. He never forgave himself for losing it.

Two days after that the police came calling. They arrived at Switch’s front door with cuffs in hand; Switch was arrested. After a short trial, the sentence was dropped from second-degree murder to manslaughter. But with the admittance of drinking and driving, plus a few other misdemeanors, Switch was sentenced to six years, which seemed high to both him and his parents, who not surprisingly, loved him very much throughout the ordeal and never lost faith in their boy. He ended up serving three and a half. 


And that brings us here. 


Yes, Switch had left a man out in the cold, and yes, the man had died. Richard Tokay turned into a human Popsicle the night Switch tried to beat the shit out of him. But no, Switch was not a killer. He didn’t have the killer’s mentality, the killer’s instinct. He always wanted to do right, and yes, he made a few mistakes along the way. His prison time, mixed with his upbringing (which wasn’t bad, but wasn’t illustrious or thick with wealth by any means) hardened him. Made him rough around the edges. But all that is neither here nor there. What it comes down to is this: Switch was in the wrong place at the wrong time on that cold February night, making the wrong moves under the wrong set of circumstances––nothing more, nothing less. He could have been someone you know. He could have been anybody. Which is why––as Switch stepped off Debra’s driveway and onto the wet and mucky dirt road––he released a sigh of relief. 


The boys in blue had arrived, with guns aimed and ready. 


Too bad one of them was itching to pull the trigger.
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When Elmer finished his business with Debra he stepped outside with a beer in his hand. He walked across the large wooden patio that overlooked the beach. He rested his beer on the railing. He could still hear James shouting, cursing and swearing. He ignored it. Somewhere, beneath the sounds of James, Debra moaned. Elmer ignored that too. 


The sun was up, shining bright. Picturesque ripples fluttered across the water. The rain had stopped falling and the clouds had moved on. But he could see them; Elmer could, like dark mud puddles in the sky, hanging above the lake at some mysterious and unknown distance. Perhaps the rain was still falling on the far side. He did not know, or care. But here, now, standing on the patio as the sun sparkled across the water, everything was beautiful.

A seagull squawked as it flew overhead. It landed on the sand, some fifteen feet away from where the waves made their final touchdown. On his left, Elmer could see something that looked like tiny mountains, if there were such a thing. After further inspection, he noticed that the mountains had been compromised. The hills were thin on trees and thick on ski runs. The ski runs sat empty and alone, waiting for the summer to end. If ever there was a more objectionable sight then ski runs in the summertime, Elmer did not know what it was. 


On Elmer’s right, two cottages away, some asshole in a pink shirt and a bright blue thong was playing fetch with a poodle. The unfashionable man seemed to be having more fun with his dog then any man in his right mind would. Elmer wondered if the guy was into bestiality. He didn’t care, mind you, but the more Elmer watched the man, the more likely the bestiality scenario seemed. 


Elmer took a drink of beer and thought; this fucking guy sleeps naked with his dog, guaranteed. 


Whatever. The poodle loving ass-buffer did nothing to suggest that he had heard James screaming, which was pretty important, considering. But the man was close by. Close enough to hear something, and that made Elmer nervous––nervous enough to consider talking with the man, and getting a better understanding of the situation.

Elmer reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He had found it sitting next to his phone on the dining table, with every dollar tucked safely inside. Nothing could have surprised him more. 


Remembering the moment that he found the wallet, Elmer smirked. I should thank James, he thought. Give him a reward or something. 


Still smiling, he opened the wallet and pulled out a credit card. Then he dug into his pocket with fingers scrambling. A little baggy sat beneath some change. Inside the baggy was cocaine. With the wind all but gone he decided to bust out a line––outside. This was a dangerous move. One slight breeze and bye-bye, no more coke. 


After drying part of the railing with his sleeve, he crushed the rock (and lost a point-one into the moist cracks of the wood) and shuffled the coke into a long line; he rolled a twenty-dollar bill into a straw and cranked the powder back. The coke burned his nose faintly and his eyes watered a tad, but over all, the coke was strong enough and smooth enough to be considered above average quality. 


He dropped another rock on the railing, crushed it and shaped it and stuffed the baggy into his wallet. After that, he stuffed his wallet into his pocket. Then he turned away from the beach and the coke and noticed a small AM/FM radio sitting on a table beneath a large patio umbrella. The umbrella could easily cover six people. The radio, which was old and dirty, wasn’t plugged into the wall or anything. It worked on batteries or it didn’t work at all. 


Elmer approached the radio, which was still wet from the rain. He clicked it on, assuming that it wouldn’t work. He was wrong. Somehow, the radio worked fine and when he heard The Who singing My Generation, he left it at that. 


After knocking back the second line, Elmer looked through the broken patio door. Moore was inside, drinking a beer, sitting close to James and Debra, rubbing the fingers from his left hand over the knuckles on his right, while talking. 


James was quiet now; his face drained of expression. 


Debra’s head was slumped forward. She looked dead. Blood drained from her… stub? 


To Elmer’s surprise, the bottom part of Debra’s leg had come free, and sat on the floor beneath her. How is that possible? Elmer wondered. Then he looked at Moore––and at his blood soaked hands and legs. 


That crazy son-of-a-bitch must have pulled her leg off after I walked away, Elmer thought. Good man, that Moore, crazy, but a good man indeed.
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“Put your hands on your head.” Officer Scriber said with a calm, tranquil voice. “Do it slow, do it quiet and don’t make a sound. I’m not going to hurt you.” 


Switch stopped walking. His jaw unhinged. 


“Listen,” he said. 


“You shut your fucking mouth or I’ll shut it for you.” The other officer said, loudly. This was Officer Layton, the rookie cop that nobody wanted to be partnered with; the rookie cop that was a bully in high school with a history of fighting, and wouldn’t have been on the force at all––if not for some heavy financial contributions within the small town political world; the rookie cop that was inching to pull the trigger.

Officer Scriber, curbing the urge to tell Layton to shut-up, closed his eyes briefly. It was something he was going to do, sooner or later, because––like any man with half a brain––he hated David Layton. He hated him enough to ask for a new partner, or a transfer, or seriously consider quitting the force, or maybe––just maybe––accidentally putting a bullet in David Layton’s head. 


Scriber huffed.

No. He would never do that. He would never sink a bullet into another person, not unless he had to. And even if Scriber could get away with it––which he couldn’t––it would still never happen. Scriber was a good man, a family man with spiritual leanings. He was a man with morals, ethics and good-natured principles. And no matter how much he disliked his partner he would never cross the line. Not like that. Not in a month of Sundays, as his mother sometimes said.

“Shhh.” Scriber said, looking in his partner’s direction with frustration brewing. “Everyone, just relax a little. There’s no reason for any of us to get excited. Now sir, I’ve already asked you nicely, and I’ll ask you again. Please put you hands on your head, and do it slowly. I don’t want any trouble. I’d like to do this by the book.”

Switch slowly held his hands up, so both officers could see them. While doing this, he looked past the two men and the police cruiser. The road was nearly empty. Their only company was a squirrel. 


With his fingers wide, he raised his hands to his head. 


“I don’t want any trouble,” Switch said. “And I won’t give you any trouble. But I didn’t do anything wrong here, so please take it easy on me. I’m the one that phoned the police.” At this point, Switch realized he had an eightball of coke in his front pocket. His eyes shifted in a guilty sort of way. He felt his temperature rise and his composure slip.

Being a veteran cop, and a good cop, Scriber caught it. 


Layton didn’t.

“Is everything okay sir?” Scriber asked.

Switch quickly accepted the fact that he was going to get busted on possession. He wasn’t thrilled about it, but considering what he had witnessed, it seemed like no big deal. 


“Yes,” he said. “Everything is fine. I don’t want any trouble. In fact, I’d like to help you gentlemen out, if I can.”

Officer David Layton jumped up a foot, thrusting his gun in Switch’s face. “Do you have any weapons on your person, sir?” Again, his voice was loud and inappropriate. 


“No officer.” Switch said, flinching back a step. “I don’t.”

Scriber was becoming furious. “Hey Layton, do you mind keeping it down a bit or do you want to yell a little louder, maybe fire off a few warning shots?”

“Very funny.”

“I’m not trying to be funny. I’m trying to be quiet.”

“I just want this dickhead to know who’s in charge here, that’s all.”

“Don’t worry,” Switch said. “I know who’s in charge. You are.”

“Fuckin’ A I am. Now turn your ass around, get on your knees and keep your mouth shut.”

“It’s pretty muddy.”

“I don’t give a flying rat-fuck if it’s muddy. Turn around and get on your knees.”

Switch turned and dropped to his knees without any sudden movements. Within seconds, his face was pushed into the mucky ground and he was cuffed. With his hands behind his back, Layton read him his rights. 


Once Layton had finished his cop speech, Switch said, “Can I say something?” His face and body was needlessly covered with mud now and his anger just was around the corner.

“Sure––” Scriber began. 


Layton’s body language shut him down. 


Most of the time, Scriber could deal with Layton being an asshole. But here, standing within spitting distance of a murder suspect, Layton had snapped; he was impossible to handle. 


It was the license plate number that did it. As soon as Layton called it in––and realized that they were dealing with the ‘Martinsville Terror’, which was what the cops were calling the whole string of High Park Murders in this part of the country––Layton went nuts, turning all his imperfections up ten notches. Scriber figured Layton had dreams of being a hero and dreams of fast tracking his career. 


Not that he was heroic. 


“Just keep your fucking mouth shut or I’ll shut it for you! Do you get me? Or do I need to show you the long arm of the law?” Layton’s meat-hook hands were in fists now, with his gun almost hiding inside his right one. Layton wasn’t tall, but he was big––two hundred and thirty pounds. His hands looked like they could strangle a bear.

“Can you hear me out?” Switch said. “I’m trying to tell you, there’s a woman inside and she needs your help!”

Switch was still on his knees with a face full of mud when Layton slapped him across the back of the head. After that, Scriber lost his cool. Harsh words were spoken and soon enough, Layton began shouting. 


Scriber shouted back.

Switch thought the two cops were going to drop the guns and fistfight, right there on the road. But as it turned out, six more police cruisers showed up before the situation had a chance to mature. 


And after that, all hell broke loose.
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Moore thought he heard something, an argument perhaps. He leaned back, listening, and after a moment of silence and reflection, he looked through the broken patio door. 


Elmer was standing on the patio, gazing across the water and listening to the radio. If Moore had been able to see his face, he would have thought the man was in a trance. His eyes were locked in a cold, motionless stare.

After considering his options, Moore decided not to tell Elmer about the noises on the other side of the cottage. Elmer had lost his mind in the last ten minutes or so, at least on some levels, and Moore figured he needed time to regain his wits. 


Looking at Debra, he said, “Don’t go anywhere beautiful. I’ll be right back.” Then he chuckled, winked at James and picked the shotgun off the table. “You want some of this, tough guy? Do you? I don’t mind blowing off a few of your fingers before I step outside. How would that suit ya? You down with that, or maybe I should unzip my pants and let you blow me. Huh? You feelin’ me, son? You feelin’ me?” 


James sniffed. His nose was running and his eyes were red. 


“What’s wrong buddy, cat’s got your tongue?”

“Why don’t you fuck-off?” James said, pulling his eyes away from Debra’s non-existent breathing. 


“Yeah, yeah,” Moore said. “That’s the way we do it. I’m gonna love fucking you up. It’s gonna last forever. I’ll cut off your balls… for real. Don’t think I won’t, ‘cause I’m not kidding around. I’m going to cut off your balls one at a time. And it’s gonna hurt bad, son. You’ll pray for death. I know you will.”

“Go fuck your hand.”

Moore grinned. “Yeah, okay. Go fuck your hand huh? Yeah, that’s funny all right… that’s a good one. But I’ve got a better idea. How about this: How about I step outside for a minute, and when I get back, I cut off your baby-fingers. And after that, I break both your legs. Is that, ‘go fuck your hand’ enough for ya? And I hope you kissed your girl good-bye. I think she’s sick.” Moore laughed. “Yeah, she looks sick to me. And by the way, just so you know, I had a great time fucking her. She’s got nice tits. You know about that, right? About her and I? And Elmer fucked her too. It was the three of us, all together at the same time.” Moore watched James squirm. “She really enjoyed having my cock in her ass.” 


“You’re a liar.”

“Oh yeah? Look in my eyes. Tell me I’m lying. Tell me I didn’t fuck your girl.”

James was speechless. Somehow, this tidbit of information hurt more than the rest of it. Did those two bastards really rape her before they played woodshop on her leg? He hoped not. 


“Bye-bye,” Moore said. He walked down the hall laughing, with the shotgun hanging loose in his hand. He opened the door, waved, and was gone. 


James was whirling, distressed beyond repair. He glanced at Elmer. 


Elmer was looking across the water, listening to the radio. He seemed to be in a completely different headspace, a completely different world. 


He looked at Debra. She was lost. The puddle of blood looked huge now, and the edges had grown hard. Her severed leg looked like an island.

He turned his wrists in circles and tried to pull his fingers together. The ropes were loose and had been for a while. With Moore sitting in front of him, talking like a cracked-out thug, James didn’t move. But now that Moore was gone and Elmer was on the patio, things changed. He continued working his wrists, and thinking about Debra. Then another thought came: the third guy, the one that re-tied him and left the ropes loose, which side was he really on? 


Was he a friend or an enemy?

As James wondered, he eyed Elmer’s handgun. It was sitting on the table. Lonely.
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Debra felt the hammer at first, then after a while she didn’t feel anything. Her eyes opened and closed while the pain was still burning. All she could see was Elmer and the hammer––Elmer and the hammer––Elmer and the hammer. And Elmer looked insane, truly insane. His eyes were wide and bulging. Spittle hung from his chin. His nose flared. His lips were pulled back. His teeth were exposed and chattering. 


The hammer was red with gore.

Deranged, Debra thought, before the hammer dropped the first punishing blow. This man is truly deranged. 


Then it was pain, splattering blood. After that, it was something else.

It was death.
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Moore walked down the slope of the two hundred and fifty foot driveway, inside one of the two trails that the car tires had created. Both trails were wet and muddy, covered with small rocks. The rocks helped the journey for a while. But when Moore hit the halfway point the rocks disappeared and the trail became mucky. Moore stopped walking and cursed. Not wanting mud up to his eyeballs, he changed his footing. Now he walked on the grass that divided the two trails. Tall trees, covered in bright green leaves, were like giant walls along side of him. And because of the trees, and because Moore walked carefully, watching his step, he didn’t realize that seven police cruisers were at the bottom of the slope.

Officer Alice Romero, one of the few female officers on the force, noticed Moore coming. She nudged her partner, drew her gun and said, “Hold it right there, buddy.” 


Officer Wayne Carey, Alice’s partner, looked up. He reached for his weapon.

Without aiming, Moore opened fire.

The first shotgun shell caught Alice Romero in the right leg, breaking her bone, destroying her kneecap and tearing off two pounds of muscle. As Romero fell, she fired wildly into the sky. Carey drew his gun. Then Moore fired another shot and scored another hit. This time the slug caught Carey in the chin, obliterating it. When Carey fell back, his feet lifted four inches off the ground. His gun twirled over his shoulder.

Seven police cars, thirteen officers. Two officers had fallen; the other eleven were scrambling. 


Moore turned and ran up the driveway; he didn’t like being out in the open. 


He ran through puddles and long wet grass, with his shoes squishing in the mud. He ran past an overturned canoe and a washed out fire pit that had several logs around it. He leapt over a small, empty flowerbed. Trees and shrubs dripped around him. Crickets chirped. 


He shuffled the shotgun from hand to hand; he didn’t care much for it. It was a powerful weapon––and so far, he was two for two––but he had no experience with a shotgun and he wasn’t sure how many shells it held. 


The answer was six; he had four shells left. 


The police opened fire.
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The first rope fell. Quietly, James untied the rest. 


He stood up, approached Debra and put his hand on her chest. 


She wasn’t breathing. She was dead. 


Having expected this, James didn’t show any emotion. The crying and laughing would have to come later, when he had time. Now was time for killing, time for vengeance, time to chop off her head.

James turned around, looking for the axe. He spotted Elmer through the broken patio door, gazing across the water, lost within his thoughts. James lifted the handgun from the table. The weapon felt cold but good. If he wanted to, he could pop Elmer right then. He hesitated, and felt his nerves cracking. 


James wasn’t a stone cold killer, and shooting a man in the back seemed wrong. And in most cases, it was wrong. But was it wrong here? Now? Was killing Elmer wrong? Or was killing Elmer the only true option that he had. And what about Debra? Didn’t she deserve justice? Didn’t she deserve a bullet in the head too?

He considered the situation, thinking murder was the right thing to do. And maybe it was. But James didn’t like it; he didn’t like it at all. If he were alone with Elmer it would be one thing. He could detain him, get the police involved and try to gain control over the situation. But Elmer had two thugs with him, and the relationship that James had with the police wasn’t too good these days. They probably wouldn’t even listen to what he had to say.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, James remembered Switch. 


Switch left the ropes loose; he was an unknown variable. Moore and Elmer were not. They were the enemy. But Switch––

He raised the gun, pointed it towards Elmer’s head. His fingers tightened. His eyes widened.

This one’s for Debra, he thought. I hope it hurts like hell.

Then he pointed the gun at Debra. 


Ah, fuck it, he thought. This one’s for me.
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The poodle loving asshole tossed a chewed tennis ball from hand to hand, keeping the dog amused. The dog barked twice and jumped up and down excitedly with its clipped tail wagging and its head bobbing. It wasn’t a bad dog, as far as its demeanor went, but the haircut that covered its frame suggested that the owner either hated the animal, or simply liked having a dog with a style best suited for a music video from the 1980s. 


The dog barked, snapping Elmer from his daze. He shook off the cobwebs, grabbed his beer from the railing and swirled the beer inside the can. Little did he know––James was free. After a drink, Elmer pulled his gun from his waist. 


He wanted to shoot the poodle-man.

“You’re lucky, fucko.” He said, stroking the weapon. “Lucky I don’t blast you and that stupid dog.”

On the other side of the cottage, the gunfire began. 


Elmer panicked and fired three shots. Two bullets went into the sand; one hit the poodle-man in the face. As poodle-man fell, the chewed ball rolled from his fingers. The dog snatched the ball from the sand and ran across the beach, more excited than ever. 


Elmer spun around. 


A man in a blue baseball hat walked along the shoreline with two women. Both women were in their fifties. One had a bathing suit and sandals, the other, jeans and a bikini top. All three of them stopped walking when Elmer began firing. The man said something and ran; the two women followed close behind.

Elmer fired more bullets. 


One bullet hit home, dropping the man to the sand. The two women kept running.

Elmer fired more bullets; he was panicking now. He didn’t know what he was doing or why he was doing it. All he knew was this: He had to kill James quickly and get the hell out of dodge. 


He stopped firing. Everything seemed quiet. Feeling the coke in his system and the anxiety of the moment, he stepped inside and pointed the gun at James. But James wasn’t there; he was gone. 


“What the fuck?” Elmer said. “Where is he? Where is everybody?”

Then Moore came through the door on the far side of the cottage, like a bear, shouting, “The cops are here! The cops are here!”
“Where’s James?”

“Huh?”

“Where is James? Look! He’s gone! That little fucker is gone! Where is he?”

Moore was obviously surprised. “I don’t know man, but we don’t have time for this.”

“Where’s Switch?”

The door blasted open and two officers came charging inside. 


“Freeze!” The first officer said.

Moore turned quickly and pulled the trigger. The shotgun blasted both officers at once. He pulled the chamber and fired again. The two men were still in the same spot, give or take a few inches, and the second blast finished them off. They tumbled backwards, flopping against each other with their bodies destroyed. 


Then a third cop appeared behind the two fallen men and fired a pair of shots. The bullets went into the wall. Moore fired again, missing his target for the first time. 


He didn’t know it, but he had one shell left.

The officer shot another two bullets and tucked out of sight. Both bullets zipped through the air, between Moore’s left arm and his ribcage, hitting his clothing but missing him. It was an impossible shot had the officer tried to make it, one in a million. Moore didn’t realize it happened. He thought the bullets went wide.

Then came the shouting.

“Freeze!” Officer Scriber said. He stood at the broken patio door with Officer Markus White. White was a big man with a large mouth. He didn’t talk a lot; his mouth was large physically––big lips and a lot of teeth. 


Scriber was glad to have White at his side instead of Layton, the asshole. And Scriber liked White, even if White was an out of shape slug that had lost his lust for life. The thing was, Scriber hated Officer Layton so much he couldn’t sleep at night, and White was a good shot––a very good shot. He ranked in the top ten percent on the force. 


Elmer scrambled behind the kitchen counter, firing two shots wide. 


Scriber pulled the trigger five times. The bullets hit everything except his target. 


Moore snapped off his final shell, tearing the top half of Scriber’s head off and that was the end of him. 


And during this time, while the bullets soared and Scriber died and Elmer hid behind the counter (and rammed his hands against his ears), White––the man with the amazing shot––steadied his hand, aimed, and fired three times. 


Moore took the first bullet in the throat, the second bullet in the chin, and the third bullet in the eye. He was dead before he hit the ground. 


Two cops, stepped over Scriber’s body, then came two more. They were inside the common room with guns raised and eyes wide.

“We’ve got you surrounded.” Officer Layton said, leading the pack. He didn’t know if the place was surrounded or not, but he liked the way the words sounded when he said them. His meat-hook hands strangled his gun. His legs were in an open stance. 


Elmer didn’t know how many cops he was up against, but he knew that he was beaten. He tossed his gun where everyone could see and tried to force some tears. 


“I’m the hostage,” he said. “I’m one of the good guys. I’m sorry I fired at you. I thought you were the man that kidnapped me! I thought you were James! Be careful guys… James is around here somewhere!”
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James tucked himself into a bedroom. As the gunfire increased, he dropped onto his belly and slid under the bed. It was a temporary solution, but it was the best he could do. 


And now the battle had ended. 


He could hear the officers cuffing Elmer against his wishes. He could hear Elmer complaining, saying that he was innocent, saying that he was the victim, saying anything and everything he could think of to free his neck from the hangman’s noose. And although the case was cloaked in confusion, Jennifer McCall––the woman that Elmer had beat up and Debra had brought to the hospital––made a full, detailed report. Elmer may or may not have been the victim of a crime, but as far as the police were concerned he was more than likely guilty of one.

James heard the panicked discussions, the officers calling for back up, calling for medical assistance and helping the wounded. He could hear the cries of pain. 


The men were checking bedrooms now––gasping and whining as they discovered the four bodies that were piled on top of each other. It was only a matter of seconds before they would enter the room, find him hiding and slap a set of cuffs on him. And James felt that he had no choice but to allow it to happen. He didn’t want to fight these men. They had done nothing wrong. They were the boys in blue, risking their necks to make the world a better place. 


Why fight them?

Why continue the battle?

The door opened. He could see their feet.

“I’m here,” James said. “I’m under the bed. I surrender. I won’t do anything stupid.”

Then a voice: “Captain,” the voice said. “We’ve got one!”
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There was a stampede of footsteps.

 “Sir?” The voice sounded tough, professional. “Are you armed?”

“Yes,” James said. “I have a handgun, but I will not use it.”

The tension mounted.

“Throw the gun where we can see it.”

James could hear the sound of weapons clicking and feet shuffling. They were fully prepared to fire upon the bed; fully prepared to kill him.

James slid the gun along the floor, where it spun in a circle before coming to a complete stop. He expected one of the cops to grab it. Nobody did.

“Sir? Do you have another weapon?”

“No.”

“Are you positive?”

“Yes. That was my only weapon.”

“What is your name?”

“My name is James McGee.”

A collective gasp filled the room. Then came a pause. James wondered what they were doing. He stretched out his neck, attempting to steal a glimpse. He saw nothing but feet, and was about to ask a question when the dialog resumed.

“Sir? We would like to see your hands, one at a time. Do it slowly. No sudden movements.”

As James put his first hand where they could see it, someone picked his weapon off the floor. It happened very quickly, as if they expected the floor beneath the gun to be booby-trapped. He shifted his position and slid his other hand out. They grabbed him immediately. Seconds later, James was in cuffs.
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They stood James up, read him his rights and walked him out of the bedroom. He tried to turn left, towards the door, thinking they’d walk him outside and throw him in the back of a cruiser. They didn’t. They walked him into the common room and sat him in a chair. 


Across the room, Debra slumped into herself. Her skin was phantom white; much of her blood had drained out of her. 


James hated seeing Debra this way, and wished that someone would throw a sheet over her. After punishing himself with her image awhile, he tore his eyes away and spotted Moore lying on his back with a pool of blood around his head. He looked past Moore, to a place where two officers were talking. There was blood on the walls and ceiling around them. Just outside the door, another two officers had fallen. One man was alive and one was dead. James could see neither man, but could hear a third officer talking with the injured man. The conversation wouldn’t last long. The wounded man was thirty seconds from dying.

He glanced at the broken patio door. Scriber’s feet were inside; the rest of his body was out. James didn’t realize that part of the man’s head had rolled off of the patio. 


Officer Layton stepped out of a bedroom and approached James. He looked fifty percent pissed off and fifty percent ecstatic. He said, “So tough-guy… you proud of yourself?”

James ignored him.

“I asked you a question.”

“Why am I sitting here? Why not throw me in a car?”

“Why should I tell you anything?”

“I’m just curious. I don’t care much for the view is all.”

“I find that hard to believe, considering you’re the guy responsible for this fucking nightmare.”

“No I’m not.”

“Yeah right.”

“I didn’t do this.”

Layton released an exaggerated puff of air. “I’ve seen guys like you before. I’ve seen guys like you a million times before. You think you’re smart. You think you’re tough. But you know what? You’re just a gutless piece of shit… you know that? A gutless piece of donkey shit. You know what your problem is?”

“I’ve got a feeling you’re going to tell me. I also have a feeling that you don’t know why I’m sitting here. It’s not up to you, is it? You’re just a little fish, a nobody… the last guy that people want to talk with, isn’t that right?”

Layton’s face turned red. “We’re securing the area, asshole. And asking your buddies some questions you’re not allowed to hear.”

“And waiting for back up?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Well, why not tell me? Jesus.”

“I don’t have to tell you shit.”

“Why are you talking to me this way? Is this really how you small town, half-wit, police force, Rambo wannabes do it? Fuck. Don’t you have protocol to follow or something? Can’t you see that I’m upset? My girlfriend is dead!”

“And you killed her!”

“No I didn’t!”

“Sell it to the judge, asshole. Because nobody here is going to believe you.”

“My God man, leave me alone. Get out of my face you stupid prick.”

“Now listen a minute. My partner’s dead, in case you didn’t know it. And I’m thinking that you killed him. We’re all thinking you killed him. This is your fault… you and your buddies. Look at that!” Layton pointed at Moore. “I bet your upset about that one, aren’t you? You’re friend is dead.”

“Are you crazy? That fucker…” The words got caught in his throat and a wave of sickness flashed through his body. “That fucker raped my girl.”

“You probably raped that poor girl.

“You’re an asshole.”

“Yeah right. I don’t think so. You’re the one going to prison.”

The back door opened and a man in a nice suit entered the room. 


“Officer Layton,” he said flatly. 


Layton turned. “Yes sir?”

The man in the suit seemed very professional. His name was Henry Wilson; he just turned fifty. “I want you on the road,” he said. “You’re going to ride with Dylan… escort this guy here to the station.” He nodded in Elmer’s direction. “When you get there, file your report. Don’t stand around talking about it. Do it. File it first, before anything else. I want to read the report when I get back, you understand?”

“Yes sir.”

“Okay. Good. I’m going to have your car. Get lost.”

“Sir?”

“Yes Officer Layton?”

“Who do you want me to ride with?”

“Dylan.”

“Dylan’s dead sir.”

Wilson sighed. “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that. I want you to go it alone, then. Take Dylan’s car. Neilson has the keys.”

“But sir––”

“Don’t talk to me about protocol Layton, not on a day like this. You’re to go it alone, and call for back up at the station. Someone will assist you with the suspect here, and there. Is that understood?”

“Yes sir.”

“Okay. Call it in and prepare for transfer. Get out of my face.”

Layton hauled Elmer away in cuffs. Two officers followed. Wilson apologized, and said something about the men being upset. 


James nodded; he closed his eyes and mumbled, “Don’t worry about it.” 


Wilson grinned an unhappy grin. “Very well.” 


It was clear that Wilson wasn’t impressed with Layton. Perhaps Layton was a pain in everybody’s ass, James thought. Oh well. Your problem, not mine. I’ve got my own things to deal with.
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Officer Layton, Elmer, and two other officers, walked the slope of the driveway, watching their footing the same careful way that Moore had, three minutes and thirty-seven seconds before Moore took a bullet in the throat and two in the head. When they reached the road, Layton noticed that more police cars had arrived. An ambulance was speeding towards the scene with lights flashing. There was a sheet covering Officer Wayne Carey, the officer that had taken a shotgun shell in the chin.

Officer Alice Romero was crying, half mad with fear, shock and pain. She had lost a lot of blood, and was moments away from passing out. At this point, the female officer hung on through determination alone. Her leg would never be the same.

Layton and Elmer approached Officer Neilson, who was standing next to a cruiser. Neilson rolled his eyes. An ambulance drove past; it turned a corner and disappeared into the shadows of the cottage driveway. 


Then another cruiser pulled away; Switch was in the back seat. He looked sad. He didn’t realize how lucky he was to be leaving. 


“Good morning,” Layton said with a sick, careless grin. “Nice day for a slaughter, isn’t it?”

“Fuck off Layton.” Officer Neilson said. 


Elmer was stuffed into the backseat of the cruiser. 


“What’s you’re problem?” Layton asked.

“You’re kidding me, right? Do you have a lump of coal where your heart should be?”

Layton shrugged. 


“If I have to spell it out, my problem is you. You’re impossible. We have four dead policemen and one wounded, plus four civilian bodies that we found in a bedroom, two dead civilians on the beach, and one dead fucking asshole suspect. The body count for this morning is eleven dead and one wounded, in case you hadn’t noticed. And you’re asking me what my problem is? My problem is you, you insensitive, silver spoon, half-wit ass-licker. Get the fuck away from me. I rather ride the lightning with my mother sitting on my lap than talk with you.”

“I don’t care. I’ve got to bring this guy to the station.” Layton pointed at Elmer.

“You’re kidding me right?”

“Nope.”

“But this is my car.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Are you sure?”

“Everything is screwed up today. Half of us will be riding alone, and most of us will be in different cars.”

“And who are you riding with? You’re not bringing him in by yourself, are you?”

“It’s just me.”

“Yeah right.”

“Honest. Big man Wilson told me to call for back up when I get there.”

“So I lose my car?”

“I just lost mine, so it looks that way, yes.”

Neilson sighed. He hated losing his car almost as much as he hated Layton. “All right. Fine,” he said. “Take my fucking car. See if I care.”
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Officer Layton and Officer Neilson turned towards the sound of somebody screaming. 


The screams came from the extra large mouth of Officer White––the cop with the excellent shot. A moment before, without warning––unless you consider ice-cold air a warning––both of Officer White’s arms snapped simultaneously, just below the elbow. From what people could tell, there was no possible reason for the occurrence. It just happened. Then his arms snapped again. Then his arms snapped again––and his mouth opened. He embarked on a tremendous mount of screaming, letting it all out. The pain, shock, wonder and amazement––all came pouring out his mouth in a monumental wave of horrified noise. Then at the end of his screaming, his wrists snapped, cracking like two thin strips of dry and brittle balsa wood. 


White fell to his knees. The look on his face was one of complete terror. His arms had become something resembling circles. 


“Help me.” White said. “Help––” 


Then both of his legs snapped twice and his neck snapped once. 


Officer White fell onto his back, silent and mangled beyond belief, beyond repair. The eight police officers that watched it happen were frozen in shock. What they had witnessed was something from a nightmare. Something unnatural.

Officer Steve Carney––a young man that was new to the force––was the first person to speak after White went down. He said, “I’ll go to the cottage, get the medics.” But then he didn’t move. His feet felt glued into his boots, which seemed to be nailed to the earth with railroad spikes. 


Thomas Barnet––he was the first to move. 


Barnet was an older man. He had a potbelly and a crown of gray hair. He had a wife and three teenage kids––two boys and a girl. He also had a dog, a line of credit, a mortgage, a new car, and a dentist appointment later that afternoon. He walked slowly towards the coils of White’s body, as if White had become contagious. He thought about the things that were his life and wondered if he was risking it all. His feet moved slowly. His fingers sat firmly around his gun, drenched with sweat. 


Elmer watched Barnet from inside the car, wondering if he was brave, or just plain stupid. His eyes were as wide as dinner plates. 


Standing outside the car, less than two feet away from Elmer, Layton felt like saying something witty. Instead, he stood up straight and rubbed his hands together. 


Steve Carney still hadn’t moved. The medical assistance he promised would have to wait. 


Barnet moved closer to the mangled remains of Officer Markus White. He could hear bugs buzzing and peeping as they twittered in the trees. He could smell the fresh morning scent that the storm had awoken. He could see White’s body shivering and trembling, looking the way a spider might if you held it under a flame. And he could feel the unnaturally cold air around him that was both unseasonable and wrong. The temperature had dropped below zero where he was standing. His breath hung in the air, along with the aura of an unfamiliar presence. 


Something changed inside of him. Fear overwhelmed the moment; he wished it were illogical, groundless or unjustified. But it wasn’t. It was justified all right. His head was on the chopping block and the executioner’s blade was falling.

Barnet stopped walking. 


He turned away from Officer White, biting back the urge to scream. 


“Is he dead?” An unknown voice asked in a whisper.

Barnet didn’t know. He also didn’t want to know. He wanted to resign from this moment of unintentional bravery. He wanted to put his feet in motion and run. 


“I can see my breath,” he said.

“What?”

“I can––” 


Officer Thomas Barnet suddenly folded in half. His legs stayed in place while his upper body was forced backwards, like a human folding-chair. Then he fell onto his side with his mouth propped open. The blood rolled over his teeth and lips. Then someone shouted, someone screamed. People began running, scrambling, covering their eyes and dying where they stood. 


Officer Layton watched a man’s head snap back and turn in a circle. He watched an officer’s spine get pulled through his back. He watched a man loose his eyes and a woman have her jaw ripped off. 


One man jumped inside a police car, only to be pulled through the open window with a broken neck. Another had an explosion inside his head. A woman’s stomach opened up like a gym bag and her intestines fell in the mud.

And while people ran, and screamed, and tried to hide, Officer Layton slipped inside the police car with Elmer. He slammed the door. The windows were up and the Bakisi didn’t catch his scent. And for him, the show continued. 


One by one, the people he worked with were being ripped apart, which was fine by him. He didn’t like them much anyhow.
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When the blood began spilling, and bones began breaking, and people began screaming, and running, and hiding, and dying––James knew what was happening. He knew the score. 


The Bakisi had finally caught up with him.

He couldn’t do anything; he couldn’t say anything helpful or explain the situation to the people that were suffering––the cops and the detectives and medical workers. And at this point, he didn’t want to try. James was finished fighting, finished running, finished explaining and crying and wishing that things were different. He wanted the Bakisi to do what it was going to do and be done with it. 


James had given up.

It took a little more than two minutes for the Bakisi to finish everyone off––for the beast to cut throats and snap necks and do whatever it was doing. And during this time, James closed his eyes. When he finally opened them again, he could see it: the Bakisi. It was standing at his feet.

Its black skin was glistening, its huge eyes were gazing. It was filled with hate and rage and seeping with death. Fingers seemed almost broken with curves and bends and far too many knuckles that rested on the floor where it stood. Its feet were like webbed hooves, if such a thing existed. Its teeth draped from its gapping maw, twisted and long––teeth that resembled rusted black nails that had been pulled from an un-giving lumber. Its chest, hairless and thin, seemed to shake and quiver at times, as if the cold air was coming from within.

“Okay,” James said, still cuffed and sitting in the chair. “You’ve got me. I won’t run anymore. I’m yours, I’m not sure what you want from me, but I’m yours. I can’t run any longer.”

The Bakisi seemed to understand this. It stepped away from James and lowered its head, looking meek and somewhat submissive. 


James stood up––the only survivor among the carnage of the cottage.

He approached one of the bodies. A set of keys hung from a latch on an officer’s belt. He sat on the floor next to the officer and took the keys. 


It took James a long time to free himself from the cuffs, almost six minutes. The Bakisi waited patiently. When he finished, he stood up and walked across the room, which looked like the inside of a used blender. Guts and blood and tattered limps, fingers, intestines and severed flesh, hair and bone and opened torsos, decapitated heads and squashed eyes––it was all here, mixed together like the devil’s martini. 


James shook his head in disgust; he lifted a gun off the floor. But the gun wasn’t for the Bakisi. He finally understood; you can’t harm a deity. 


“Let’s get going,” James said. “Let’s go someplace new.” He walked to the door and then stopped. His eyes flickered. “Wait a minute, will ya?”

The Bakisi gave him some room.

James returned to the center of the room. He set the gun down and picked the axe up. 


He said, “I love you” and began chopping Debra’s head off. It took three swings. He thought it would make him happy but it didn’t. With Debra being dead it just didn’t feel the way he thought it would.

Oh well. Such is life.


 


 

124


 

Elmer and Layton sat in the car together, seemingly––the last men alive. Layton was in the front and Elmer was caged in the back. But Layton didn’t have the keys to the car. Neilson had them, and Neilson was lying outside with his legs torn off. It was dangerous out there.

They talked about the situation, forgetting all police/suspect protocol.

Elmer wanted Layton to go outside, scoot across the road and dig through Neilson’s pockets.

Layton didn’t. He was thinking something else; he figured fuck that––Elmer should do it.

Layton took a deep breath, building the courage he needed. If Elmer was getting out of the car, Layton needed to open the door for him. Police cruisers are like that. The back doors don’t open from the inside. 


He put his hand on the door handle and closed his eyes. On the count of three, he thought. One––

Elmer saw James walking down the driveway. “Oh shit,” he said. “Look who it is.”

Layton opened his eyes and found himself surprised. “That’s James McGee, isn’t it?”

“That’s him. That’s the guy responsible, not me. I’m innocent. That’s your wanted man, right there.”

“What’s he doing?”

Elmer seemed puzzled. “I don’t know. Doesn’t he realize––”

“How can he not realize? Look around you!”

“But he doesn’t seem scared.”
“He’s coming this way,” Layton said. It didn’t occur to Layton to raise his gun. And he could have; it was in his hand.

James approached the car with his handgun in plain view. He pointed it at Layton and said, “Drop it.”

Layton did, feeling like a fool. He should have protected himself, and he wondered why he hadn’t. 


“Open up.” James said.

“No fucking way,” Layton replied. Then he put his hands in front of his face. “I’m not coming out there.”

“Do it. Or I’ll blast the window.”

“Good luck buddy. It’s bullet resistant.”

“Not from this range.” James said. Then he pulled the trigger three times.

The first bullet lodged into the glass, causing a spider’s web design to form around it. The second bullet blasted a hole in the window. The third bullet went through Layton’s head, coming out the other side in a rope of blood.

Elmer screamed.

Layton fell back, dead.

James smiled through the broken window. “Hello Elmer,” he said. “Remember me? Do ya? Do ya? Do you remember Debra? Do ya remember what you did to Debra? Remember the hammer? DO YOU REMEMBER THE FUCKING HAMMER?”

Elmer threw his hands in front of his face screaming, “Oh God! Oh God! Oh God please don’t kill me!”

“I’VE GOT SOMETHING FOR YOU, MAN! I’VE GOT SOMETHING RIGHT HERE!

Elmer began crying. “Oh God… don’t! Don’t,” he said. “Don’t shoot me! Oh man, oh man, don’t pull the trigger! Oh please God don’t shoot me in the fucking head!”

James opened the back door and pointed the gun at Elmer’s face, shaking his head back and forth like a rabid dog. He was screaming and yelling and kicking his feet in the mud. Spit hung from his mouth; his fingers squeezed the gun like he was trying to break it. His eyes watered and threatened to pop from his skull.

“TAKE THIS, YOU MOTHERFUCKINGPSYCHO!” 


“No! No! Don’t! I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Oh man, I so sorry!”

“BUT I HAVE TO ELMER! I’M HAVE TO!” James pulled the gun away. He rammed the barrel into his own mouth, digging the iron into the gums above his upper teeth, screaming, “IF I DON’T PASS IT ON, IT WILL BE WITH ME FOREVER!”

Then, laughing and insane, he pulled the trigger.

The blast was deafening.
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That first night, while David Timothy Camions (a.k.a. Elmer) sat in his jail cell, cursing and swearing, covered in blood, and laced in cuffs the police refused to remove, he knew he was not alone. 


Something cold was there. Watching him, hating him, freezing the air around him. 


It took a long time to sleep that night. It was almost morning, in fact, before he drifted into the other world. And when he did sleep, when his eyes fell in a frightful, haunting slumber, he saw a boy with a red balloon walking along the edge of a lonely road. And behind the boy, between the trees that seemed to incase the child like impenetrable wooden fingers, he saw the dead. They were crawling from the ditches and the laneways of the cottage. Escaping the bedrooms, the beach, and the driveway, sometimes in pieces, sometimes destroyed, whispering in solemn tones and moaning voices. 


Elmer wanted the dream to end. But it didn’t. It went on and on.

It would go on forever.

He watched them, creeping and crawling with shattered bones, missing limbs, and smashed skulls, bloody and broken. The dead parade––that’s what they were. The dead parade. 


They followed the boy with the red balloon. 


And the boy followed someone else, someone he trusted and loved. He followed James.

James, with his vacant eyes and his head destroyed, stumbled along the haunting path with his black tie crusted to his shirt with blood; his mouth smashed and gaping. 


He was coming.

James was coming tonight.
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The September heat lay heavy on Los Angeles. In the condominium community called Hermosa Terrace all the windows were tightly closed. The only sounds were the hum of exhaust fans and the muted growl of a power mower.

In the living room of Unit Two, Karyn Beatty stood on tiptoe to kiss her husband, Roy. Lady, their miniature collie, wagged her approval from the sofa. It started as a casual husband-and-wife first-anniversary kiss, but it quickly became something more. Karyn drew back her head and looked into Roy’s clear brown eyes.

“Are you trying to start something?” she said a little breathlessly.

“Darn right,” Roy replied, taking her in his arms.

Roy pulled her close, his big, gentle hands warm through the thin material of her summer dress. He kissed her neck where the blond hair curled forward below her ear.

“Won’t Chris be here soon?” she said, her lips close to his ear.

“We won’t answer the door.”

“You couldn’t do that to your best friend. Especially after we asked him to come by for an anniversary drink.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Roy admitted. “Anyway, he won’t stay long. He has a date.”

“Anybody we know?”


“A new one, I think.”

“Doesn’t Chris ever get serious about anybody?”

“Who knows? I think he’s secretly in love with you.”

“You don’t mean it?”

“Why not? All my friends have good taste.”


 

* * *


 

Max Quist shut off the power mower and took out a soiled handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his face. He watched as a young couple in sparkling tennis whites climbed out of a sports car and ran laughing across the lawn. They didn’t pay any attention to Max. Nobody living in Hermosa Terrace paid any attention to Max. He was like another piece of shrubbery to them. 


No, he thought, not even that much. 


Max hated these people. He hated them for having all the things he would never have. He would quit this lousy job in a minute if it weren’t for his parole officer. Just once he would like to show the smug sons-of-bitches that Max Quist was somebody.


 

* * *


 

The telephone rang in Unit Two. Roy Beatty picked it up and frowned as he listened to the voice on the other end. He spoke briefly and hung up. 


“Anything wrong?” Karyn asked.

“I’ve got to go to Anaheim. Deliver some books.”

“On Saturday? On our anniversary?”

“Dammit, it’s my own fault. I promised to drop off a set of inspection manuals at Aerodyne yesterday. Had them in the trunk of the car and forgot all about it. I don’t know how it slipped my mind.”

Karyn smiled. It was very unlike Roy to forget anything. He was always thoroughly organized, like one of the technical manuals he edited. When she had first met him she had thought Roy Beatty was as stodgy as a church deacon. However, she had soon discovered his warm sense of humor, an open-minded willingness to listen, and a depth of intellect that was not apparent in his All-American good looks. Karyn had been working as a convention hostess for the New York Hilton at the time. Roy was in the city for a gathering of engineers. For the first time, she had broken the hotel rule against socializing with the guests. Roy had stayed on for a week after the convention, and they had been together constantly. When he had returned to the Coast he had said he would be back for her on his vacation. She had not expected him to come, but he had. That was when she had finally admitted she loved him.

“Don’t be long,” she said as he stood at the door. She kissed him and watched him walk down the winding path through the neatly trimmed shrubbery. Karyn could not imagine how she could be happier. She had Roy and she had an excellent job with a hotel near the airport where she was in line for convention manager when her current boss retired. Tonight she would give Roy her special anniversary gift––the news that he was going to be a father. Yes, her life was just about perfect.


 

* * *


 

Max Quist watched the blond young man come out of Unit Two and stride down the walk past him without a flicker. Max might as well have been invisible. The woman stood in the doorway watching him go. Good-looking cunt. Too good-looking. Both of them. Like people in a magazine ad. Young, beautiful, healthy, rich. Max spat on the cropped grass. How he wanted to show them what it’s like to be hurt. Hurt them. Yes… hurt them.


 

* * *


 

Karyn was in the kitchen putting the lunch things away when the doorbell chimed. Chris was early, she thought. She dried her hands and walked out through the living room to the door. She did not bother to look through the tiny viewer. She never did. There was no danger here. This was Hermosa Terrace, not East Los Angeles.

Karyn opened the door and the heat pushed against the cool inside air. The man in the doorway was not Chris Halloran. He smiled at her.

“Yes?” Karyn said when the man did hot speak right away.

He had thick black hair that was poorly barbered. His cotton work-shirt was dark with perspiration under the arms. He seemed vaguely familiar.

“I’m supposed to check the pipes in your bathroom,” he said.

“There’s nothing wrong with our pipes.”

“It’s in the apartment next door. Their shower don’t drain right, and it might be plugged up where your drain pipes come together.”

Something in the way the man spoke was wrong. The short speech sounded rehearsed. Something about the man himself was wrong. He continued to smile.

“You’d better come back when my husband is here. He knows about those things.”

Without making any sudden moves the man had somehow come through the doorway and was standing in the living room. He was still smiling, but it was a different smile. “That’s okay,” he said. “We won’t need your husband.”

Over on the couch Lady raised her neat little head and pricked her ears at the strange male voice. After a moment she put her head back down on her paws, but remained watchful.

“I’m sorry, but I’d rather you didn’t come in now.” Karyn fought to still the tremor of fear in her voice.

“But I am in,” the man said. He reached behind him and closed the door. Without taking his eyes off Karyn he turned the small knob, shooting the dead-bolt lock into place.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Karyn wanted her voice to be angry and strong, but the fear was in her now. She could not hide it.

“You know what I’m doing,” the man said.

“I–I don’t keep much money in the house. You can have what there is. And my jewelry.”

“I don’t want your money or your jewelry. But you know that, don’t you? You know what I want, and you’re going to give it to me.” He reached out suddenly and squeezed her breast.

Karyn jumped back as though from an electric shock. “Please, leave me alone!” The sour smell of his body was sharp in her nostrils. “M–my husband will be home.”

“No he won’t. He just left. We have all the time we need.”

She took a careful step backward. The man’s eyes traveled over her body, probing at her. His hands shot out and seized her wrists.

“No!” she cried.

“Relax,” he said. “You’re going to like it.”

“Please… you can’t…”

The man pulled Karyn against his body and mashed his mouth down on hers. Karyn clamped her jaws together as his tongue pushed in past her lips. He tasted of stale cigarettes.

“Where’s the bedroom?”

Karyn shook her head from side to side, afraid to trust her voice.

With a sudden movement the man twisted one arm up behind her back, forcing her to walk in front of him. He marched Karyn into the hallway that opened between the living room and the room Roy used for a den. She stumbled along in his grasp past the bathroom to the open door, through which they could see the bed.

All the things she had read about rape tumbled through Karyn’s mind. All the advice for women. Fight back. Don’t fight back. Scream. Stay calm. Blow a whistle. Run. Reason with the man.

Lovely advice, all useless. Fight the man? He was at least seventy pounds heavier than she, and certainly stronger. Scream? Who would hear? Hermosa Terrace Townhomes were proud of their soundproofing. Reason with him? Reason with an animal?

They were in the bedroom now. The man spun Karyn around and pushed her backward onto the bed.

The thinking part of her mind shut off and instinct took over. She crossed her arms protectively over her breasts and drew back her feet to kick out at the man when he came at her.

The man laughed at her efforts and batted the kick aside with an easy swipe of his hand. He grasped her by the ankles and forced her legs apart. Karyn writhed on the bed, helpless against his strength.

The man grinned down at her, showing large, strong teeth. Droplets of sweat stood out on his forehead and upper lip. His eyes moved down to her crotch. Karyn felt open and exposed with the thin velour pants pulled tight between her legs.

“I’m pregnant,” she said suddenly.

“Bullshit.”

“I am,” she insisted. “Three months.”

“Then you don’t have to worry about getting knocked up, do you?”

He released one of Karyn’s ankles and took hold of the velour pants at the waist. He yanked them down, exposing the smooth, pale skin of her belly. The snap and zipper held at first, but he tugged again and the material tore away.

Then she screamed. Not with any thought of summoning help or frightening the man off. A visceral scream of outrage and terror.

“Shut up.” he ordered. He leaned forward and slapped her hard on the face. She stopped screaming.

A sudden high-pitched barking behind the man spun him around. Lady stood braced on her little legs, yapping angrily. The man swung his foot in a vicious arc; the toe of his heavy shoe caught the little dog just below the ribs and lifted her off the floor.

Lady yelped in surprise and pain. Never before had anyone deliberately hurt her. She crouched on the floor whimpering, her eyes pleading for an apology, a comforting pat.

“Get out of here, mutt,” the man snapped.

Still whimpering, Lady moved uncertainly toward the door. She stopped and looked back toward her mistress. The man made a threatening motion with his hand, and the dog retreated into the hall. The man kicked the door shut behind her.

“Hell of a watchdog you’ve got there.” He grinned and came at Karyn again.

“Please don’t do this. Please don’t hurt me.” Even as the words came out, Karyn knew they were useless. This unspeakable thing was actually going to happen to her. Was happening to her. What had she ever done that she should be brutalized this way?

The man was upon her again, and Karyn’s mind ceased to function logically. He tore away the nylon bikini pants, and his fingers crawled over and into her.

Abruptly he dropped to his knees and thrust his face up between her legs. He clamped his mouth on her, and Karyn could feel his tongue like a thick, wet worm probing, probing at her. She pummeled his head with her fists, but the blows had no effect.

Then he pulled his face back and bit her high on the soft inside of the thigh. He bit down hard, and his teeth sank into the clean white flesh until the blood flowed. Karyn’s back arched up off the bed in reaction to the pain.

When the man at last unclenched his jaw and stood over her again his lips were crimson with her blood. Breathing in short, harsh bursts, he reached down and unzipped the front of his pants. Karyn twisted her head away, but could not shut out the sight as he freed himself from the damp jockey shorts and bore down on her.

He forced her legs farther apart and positioned himself between them. Blood from the throbbing bite wound left a red smear on the bedspread. With one cruel thrust he invaded her body.

Karyn cried out in pain and rage. She scrabbled at his face with both hands, clawing for his eyes.

“Bitch!” He hit her in the face with a rock-hard fist.

Karyn tasted blood, and the room swam for a moment, but she continued to use her nails to slash at the face above her.

The man pulled out of her for a moment and drove a fist into her bare belly. Karyn felt something break inside, and there was no fight left in her.

“That’s better.” He planted his hands on her shoulders and rammed into her again.

Karyn squeezed her eyes shut. When she was a little girl in the dentist chair and the drill hurt her, she would dig her nails into her palms, making a small hurt to ease the larger one. She did it now. The lower part of her body was on fire. The wound on her thigh screamed. The man continued to pump away at her, grunting with every thrust.

Get it over with! she cried inside her head. Get it over with and go away or kill me or whatever you’re going to do. Just finish!

And at last he did.

After endless minutes he withdrew and wiped himself with the satin bedspread. Karyn rolled her head on the pillow and looked up at him, but now the man would not meet her eye. Hurriedly he zipped up his pants and went out into the hall. Karyn heard him go through the living room.

She sat up on the bed and winced at the tearing pain in her stomach. Her insides felt loose, as though they might slide out between her legs when she stood up. She pulled the remains of the velour pants up over the mess on her lower belly and walked carefully to the door. She made it as far as the bathroom and vomited into the toilet.

She knelt there for several minutes on the cold tile with her hands gripping the sides of the bowl, waiting for the spasms of her stomach to ease. The sudden sound of someone moving around in the living room brought back the fear. When the bedroom door opened and the heavy footsteps came toward her she started to scream.
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When Chris Halloran found Karyn on her knees in the bathroom she was sobbing incoherently. Finding the front door open, he had sensed something was wrong. He walked in, and that was when Karyn began to scream. Chris held her in his arms for five minutes before she could tell him what had happened. He called the police, then left a message for Roy at the Aerodyne Company in Anaheim.

The two months that followed were a painful time for Karyn. The blow she had taken to the stomach had brought on a miscarriage, but no permanent damage. There was an infection from the bite wound on her thigh that was slow to respond to medication. The doctor advised against plastic surgery until the scar had completely healed.

The police, using their new, more sympathetic procedures for rape victims, made that part of Karyn’s ordeal as easy as they could. Her description of the rapist led them at once to Max Quist, the handyman, who had a record of assaults on women. Confronted with Karyn’s positive identification, Quist pleaded guilty.

It was psychologically that Karyn suffered most. Twice-weekly sessions with an analyst helped a little, and group sessions brought her together with other women who had been raped. Still, her recovery was painfully slow. She would wake up in the night, eyes wide and staring, and scream that someone was biting her. Of all the violations of her body, it was the horror of the teeth sinking into her flesh that she could not erase. She returned to work, but her life at home with Roy suffered. She could not feel comfortable in their lovemaking.

The analyst suggested to Karyn and Roy that they go away from Los Angeles for a while. Restful, rural surroundings, he said, would be the best thing for Karyn’s full recovery. The people at Karyn’s hotel were understanding, giving her a six month leave of absence. Roy worked out an arrangement with his firm, and they began taking trips out of the city to look for a place.

A friend in the real-estate business told them about an available house in a town to the north called Drago. They drove up to see it, but Karyn was not enthusiastic. The house was weathered and weed-grown, a mile outside the town, which Karyn thought looked like a cheerless cluster of wooden buildings. Roy, however, took to the place immediately. He assured Karyn that the house could be fixed up so she would love it. With some misgivings, she acquiesced.

For the next couple of weeks Roy made the trip alone to see that work on the house was being done to his specifications. He did not want Karyn to see it, he said. She would be surprised. When it was time to move in, he left a day early to see to last minute details. Chris Halloran volunteered to drive Karyn up to the house.

It was a crisp November day when Chris headed north on Interstate 5 with Karyn beside him in the Camaro. In the back Lady stood with her front paws braced on the seat and her face thrust into the wind from the open window.

They left the freeway for a two-lane blacktop road that snaked up into the Tehachapi Mountains. The outside air grew chill as they climbed.

“Do you want me to roll up the window?” Chris asked.

Karyn moved her head, letting the wind play with her loose blond hair. “No, it feels good. Clean.”

As they drove on the evergreen forest pushed in closer on both sides of the road.

“How much farther is the town?” said Chris.

“A few miles. Just over the ridge up ahead and down into the valley. Don’t blink or you’ll miss it.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Chris said. “I’ve lived in California all my life, and I never heard of Drago.”

“Neither had I,” Karyn said. “We were lucky to find the place. The house has been empty since the old owners died four years ago. Roy fell in love with it.”

“What about you, Karyn? How do you like the place?”

“It’s all right, I suppose.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

“I haven’t seen it since Roy had it fixed up. Anyway, it’s quiet and out of the way. That’s what we wanted. And yet it’s only a two hour drive from Los Angeles, so Roy can commute easily.”

“You won’t mind being alone when he comes into L.A.?”

“Why should I? I’ve got to learn to be by myself sometime.” The words came out more sharply than Karyn had intended.

“That’s right,” Chris said. “It’s none of my business, anyway.”

They reached the crest of the ridge and the road leveled off for a stretch before descending into the valley on the other side. The air was pungent with the scent of balsam. Karyn reached out and touched Chris’s hand.

“Pull over for a minute, can you?”

Just before the road started down Chris eased the Camaro onto the shoulder and parked next to the metal guardrail. Below them lay a narrow valley, thick with evergreens. Where the road straightened along the floor of the valley a dozen or so toy-like buildings clustered in a clearing of the forest. Several narrow lanes branched off the main road. They could be seen only faintly through the heavy overgrowth. Here and there along the lanes a tiny house sat on a patch of cleared ground reclaimed from the forest. Although the valley was in shadow, no lights shone in the town of Drago.

“It doesn’t look like much from up here, does it?” Karyn said.

Chris did not answer.

“May I have a cigarette?”

He handed her one and lit it for her.

Karyn took several quick puffs before speaking. “I really do want to talk to someone, Chris. Someone who cares about me as a person, not as a case history to read at the next psychiatric convention.”

She mashed the cigarette into the ashtray. When she spoke again the words came out in a rush. “Chris, Roy and I haven’t had good sex together since that day. There’s nothing wrong physically, but it’s just not working. Roy and I have talked and talked about it, and God knows we do try. We go to bed and I want it so much… I go through all the motions. That’s the trouble, all I’m doing is going through the motions. There’s no feeling, and Roy knows it. He can’t help but know it… he’s not a fool. He’s been awfully sweet and patient with me, but I can’t expect him to put up with this forever. I just don’t seem to be getting any better.”

“Did you talk the problem over with your doctor?” Chris asked.

“Oh, hell yes.”

“Did he give you any advice?”

“Nothing I couldn’t have gotten out of The Reader’s Digest. Good, sound, logical advice, but I still don’t feel anything.”

“Give it a while,” Chris said. “Two months isn’t much time to get over what happened to you.”

Karyn nodded distractedly.

“Anyway,” Chris went on, “that’s what you heire moving out here to the woods for, isn’t it? Rest and rejuvenation?”

With an encouraging smile, he started the car, pulled back onto the road, and drove down into the valley. As they descended, the mountain loomed up behind and cut off the sun. The air grew cold, and they rolled up the windows. When the road leveled out into the main street of Drago, Chris switched on the headlights against the gathering gloom. They drove slowly along, past the buildings, which had a dusty, unused look. There were a couple of stores, a café, a gas station, a tavern, and a theater with an empty marquee. The only sound they heard was the singing of their tires over the pavement. 


Karyn shivered slightly in the cool dusk of the tree-lined street. In the backseat Lady whined softly. Karyn reached back without turning around and rubbed the soft fur at the dog’s throat.

“Where is everybody?” Chris asked. His eyes ranged along the blank fronts of the buildings.

“I don’t know.” Karyn shivered again.

“Is your house on this street?”

“No, it’s up one of these little cross streets. They all look alike, though, and I’m not sure which it is. We’ll have to ask someone.”

Chris eased the Camaro along for a hundred yards, then braked to a stop as a powerful looking man in khakis and a Stetson appeared from the shadows.

Karyn rolled down her window and smiled at the man.

“Hello, there. I wonder if you could tell us how to get to the old Fenno house?”

For a moment she thought the man had not heard. He did not answer her smile, nor did he make any move to respond. His eyes continued to watch from the shadow of the Stetson. Then the man came toward them, moving with a deliberate measured gait. He planted both hands on the windowsill and looked in. Involuntarily, Karyn drew back in the seat.

“You want the Fenno place?” the man said. His voice rumbled up from the deep barrel chest.

“Yes. I’m Karyn Beatty. My husband and I are leasing the house, and I can’t remember which of these side roads it’s on.”

The man thumbed his hat brim up a fraction, and a faint smile twitched on his mouth. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Anton Gadak. I’m sort of the sheriff here in Drago. Fact is, I’m sort of the whole police force. But then, we don’t need all that much policing.” He looked pointedly past Karyn at Chris. 


“This is our friend Chris Halloran. He drove me in from Los Angeles. My husband is waiting at the house.”

Anton Gadak nodded, apparently satisfied. “The Fenno place is up the last road that turns off to the left, just before you start up into the hills again.”

Karyn thanked him and Chris started away from the curb. He found the last turnoff with some difficulty. It was little more than a wide weed-covered path into the woods.

“As I remember, it’s up here about a mile,” Karyn said.

They passed two weathered old houses, dark and nearly hidden from the road by the brush. At each Chris looked over at Karyn, who shook her head. They came at last to a small clearing with a white frame cottage trimmed in apple green. A fireplace chimney trailed a ribbon of pale smoke across the slate-gray sky. Lights shone in all the windows, pushing the forest back. Chris pulled onto the clearing and parked behind Roy Beatty’s Galaxie. 


Karyn clapped her hands delightedly. “What an improvement! You wouldn’t believe the dismal brown color the house was when we first came out. And the whole place was strangled with brush and weeds. Roy’s done a marvelous job.”

Chris got out of the car and walked back to open the trunk. As he brought out Karyn’s bags the front door of the little house swung open and Roy Beatty came out. He shielded his eyes against the headlights for a moment, then waved a welcome and hurried toward the car. 


Karyn jumped out and ran to his arms. “Roy, it’s… it’s beautiful.”

“Didn’t I tell you it had possibilities?” said Roy. “Wait till you see the inside.”

With his arm around Karyn, Roy walked back to the car. “Come on in, Chris, and take a look at how us rural folk live.”

“Thanks, but I’ve got to get back to the city.”

“Are you sure? There’s steaks in the freezer, and the martini makings are already set out.”

“It’s tempting, but I’ll pass this time.”

“Got a date with a live one?”

Chris smiled and gave a noncommittal wave of his hand. 


“Bring her out some weekend,” Roy said. “We’ve got an extra bed and plenty of blankets.”

“Maybe I’ll do that.”

Roy hefted Karyn’s two suitcases, then looked around, puzzled. “Where’s Lady?”

“She’s been acting funny,” Karyn said. “I don’t think she knows what to make of the woods.”

At that moment the dog put her nose out for a tentative sniff of the surroundings, then bounded out of the car and frolicked happily around Roy’s feet. He knelt and scratched her ear.

While Roy and Karyn watched the dog, Chris slid into his car and pulled the door closed. Roy walked over and reached through the window to shake his hand.

“Thanks for bringing the family out, buddy,” he said. “Sorry you can’t stay.”

“Maybe next time. I hope the place works out for you, Roy.”

“It will,” Roy assured him.

Karyn came over and kissed him lightly on the cheek. Chris backed out onto the narrow lane and drove back the way they had come. Soon the glow of the Camaro’s taillights was lost among the trees.

“I wish Chris had stayed for dinner,” she said as they started toward the house. “I think he’s lonely.”

“Are you kidding? A handsome thirty-year-old bachelor with a good paying job and an apartment at the marina? You call that lonely?”

“You sound a little jealous, mister.”

Roy set down one of her bags, and gave her a swat on the bottom. “That’s right, I can hardly wait to dump you so I can grow a mustache, buy a Porsche, load up on stereo equipment, and be a swinging bachelor.”

Laughing together, they continued up to the front stoop. Roy stood aside and gestured her into the living room.

Karyn started in, then hesitated. She ran her fingers down the surface of the heavy wooden door. Under the fresh green paint a series of deep vertical grooves like scars slashed the panel at about shoulder height.

“What do you suppose made these?” she said.

“Who knows?” Roy shrugged and went on inside.

Karyn followed, thinking about the marks. Absurd though it was, the angry furrows in the wood suggested only one thing.

Claws.
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LOS ANGELES (UPI)––A fire of undetermined origin swept through a narrow valley in the Tehachapi Mountains north of Los Angeles yesterday, virtually wiping out the tiny village of Drago. Firefighters from Los Angeles and Ventura Counties brought the blaze under control early this morning, and had it extinguished before it could threaten any of the neighboring communities.

As yet there has been no reported contact with any of the residents of Drago. Authorities refused to make an estimate on the number of casualties as crews were still sifting through the ashes for victims.

The only known survivors at this hour are Mrs. Karyn Beatty and a friend, Christopher Halloran, both of Los Angeles. Mrs. Beatty’s husband was missing and believed to have perished in the fire. Halloran and Mrs. Beatty declined to speak with reporters.

According to U.S. Forest Ranger Phil Henry, the final death toll may never be known. Since Drago was not an incorporated town, no accurate records were kept of its population. It is estimated that between one hundred and two hundred people lived there. So intense was the blaze, which destroyed two hundred acres of timber in addition to the village, that searchers are finding it difficult to distinguish human remains from those of animals.
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Karyn knelt on the moist grass and worked with her fingers in the dirt around the roots of the rosebush. There were no flowers on the bush, and there should have been. Karyn felt she was somehow responsible. Although David had never mentioned it, she was sure his first wife had been a gifted gardener. That was the trouble with marrying a widower––the departed wife was always good at everything.

As for Karyn, except for her houseplants, which enjoyed a special place in her affections, she had little interest in or aptitude for gardening. Outdoor plants, she felt, ought to be able to take care of themselves. However, David and Dr. Goetz thought getting outside and working with her hands was good for her, and she did not want to disappoint them.

While she poked idly at the damp earth, Karyn let her mind wander. There was vacation time to be worked out for Mrs. Jensen, the housekeeper, and a Parents’ Day coming up at Joey’s summer school. She smiled, pleased at the commonplace concerns that occupied her mind these days. It was a healthy sign, she thought.

Karyn did not hear the soft approach of the padded feet behind her. The first indication she was not alone was the huff of warm breath on the back of her neck. She started to rise, lost her balance, and fell awkwardly to the ground.

She looked up and saw the other face staring down into hers. Its black lips were stretched in a canine grimace, the yellowed teeth bared. She tried to squirm away, but two heavy paws pinned her as the animal dropped its weight on her chest.

In that instant, all the horror of Drago flooded back from the closed-off portion of her mind. The wolfish face with its long, cruel teeth came at her. She screamed. The weight on her chest lessened for a moment, and she rolled away, curling herself protectively into a ball. She felt the animal prod at her, trying to turn her over. She screamed again.

The back door of the house banged open and a solid woman with graying, blond hair rushed out. She ran heavily toward Karyn, still lying on the ground by the rosebushes.

“Bristol, stop that!” the woman called. “Come here, you bad boy.”

Cautiously Karyn opened her eyes. A few feet away, Mrs. Jensen stood with her hands planted on her hips. Sidling toward her, a ‘don’t-hit-me’ look in its eyes, was a coltish young German shepherd.

“Shame on you,” Mrs. Jensen scolded the dog. “Frightening people like that.” She seized him by the collar and tapped him lightly on the nose. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Richter. He’s just an overgrown puppy. He wanted to play, that’s all.”

The back door burst open again and David Richter hurried out. He was a man of forty-eight, with a strong, serious face. He wore a sweater and slacks, this being Sunday, but he never seemed really comfortable without the three-piece suit he wore daily to the brokerage.

Karyn rose unsteadily to her feet. David ran across the lawn to her side and took her arm.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” Karyn said, still out of breath. “It’s nothing.”

David turned on Mrs. Jensen, who was still holding the dog by his collar. The dog kept lunging up, trying to lick her face.

“What’s that dog doing here?” David demanded.

“It’s my sister’s puppy.” Mrs. Jensen said. “He didn’t mean any harm.”

“You know we don’t allow animals here,” David said.

“I was just watchin’ the dog for an hour while my sister went to the dentist. She didn’t want to leave him alone.”

“Well, get him out of here,” David ordered. “And don’t ever bring a dog to this house again.”

“David, it’s not that serious,” Karyn said. “The dog just caught me by surprise.”

“He didn’t mean any harm,” Mrs. Jensen said again.

“Yes, yes, all right,” David said, softening his tone a bit. “But I want him out of here right now.”

“Yes, Mr. Richter,” she said. And to the dog: “Come along, you bad boy.”

As Mrs. Jensen led the dog around the side of the house, a dark-eyed boy of six dashed through the door and across the lawn to where Karyn and David stood.

“What happened,” the boy said, looking from one of the adults to the other.

Karyn ruffled his hair. “It’s all right, Joey. I was just startled by a dog.”

“A dog?” The boy looked around eagerly. “Where is he?”

“Never mind,” said David. “Mrs. Jensen took him away. You go inside now and wash up for dinner.” 


Joey looked wistfully off in the direction the housekeeper had taken the dog. “Can’t I just go and see him? Just for a minute?”

“Inside, Joey,” said David. The boy trudged back across the grass and into the house.

“I feel so guilty because he can’t have a pet,” Karyn said.

“It won’t hurt him to do without one. Now let me help you inside. You’re still shaking.”

“Really, David, I’m quite all right,” Karyn said, but she allowed herself to be led into the house.

“Sit down there in the big chair,” David said when they reached the living room. “Put your feet up.”

Karyn did as she was told.

“Now wait right there and I’ll get something to calm your nerves.” He went off to the kitchen, and returned a minute later carrying a tall glass.

“Here’s a nice glass of milk,” he said.

A nice shot of Scotch would do her nerves a whole lot more good, Karyn thought, but she smiled her thanks and took the glass from David’s hand.

He stood with his arms folded, studying her gravely as she sipped at the milk. “You gave me quite a scare.”

“I’m sorry.”

“What a shame that this should happen just when you seemed to be getting better.”

Karyn set the glass down carefully on the end table next to the chair. “I hate that expression,” she said. “Getting better. It’s a constant reminder that I’m a convalescent mental case.”

“I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just that I’m a little disappointed that, after a year, Dr. Goetz hasn’t done more for you. Do you think we should try someone else?”

“Dr. Goetz is as good as any of them,” Karyn said. “Really, David, you’re making too much out of this. The dog came up behind me and took me by surprise. I overreacted, that’s all.”

“The dog,” David said, watching her. “It reminded you of that Drago business, didn’t it?”

Sure. That Drago business. The unpleasantness in the mountains. Nothing remarkable, really––just fighting off a pack of werewolves and seeing your husband change into… Karyn broke off the thought and shuddered.

David moved quickly to her side. “I’m sorry dear, I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

Karyn squeezed his hand. “No, darling, it should never become a taboo subject, or I will be in trouble. And you’re right about the dog. Seeing its face suddenly so close to mine took me back for a moment to Drago. It’s been only three years, you know, and we’ve got to expect incidents like that from time to time.”

“And you’re still having the dreams, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Karyn admitted. “But not so often, anymore.”

David frowned. “When is your next appointment with Goetz?”

“Tomorrow.”

“And you really think he’s helping you?”

“As much as anyone could.”

David patted her hand awkwardly. “All right, then, we’ll go on with him. I just hope he can make you see that this Drago business is all… behind you.”

As she lay that night in bed beside her sleeping husband, Karyn recalled his words. She knew that what he had started to say was, “All in your mind.”
She would be happier than anyone to be convinced of that, but it was not so. Drago was as real as the moon outside their bedroom window, and much closer. The werewolves were real too. And somewhere, Karyn knew, one or more of them survived.


 

* * *


 

Nine hundred miles away, in the grape country of California, another woman lay awake beside her man. Her long, supple body gleamed like old ivory in the moonlight. Across the pillow, her hair spread in gentle waves of glossy black, shot through with a startling streak of silver.

The man stirred in his sleep. The woman quieted him with a hand on his broad, bare shoulder.

“Rest easy, my lover,” she whispered. “Soon we will have much work to do.”
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From the window of Dr. Arnold Goetz’s office in the new Farrell Building, Karyn could see the sailboats skimming across Lake Washington under a stiff westerly breeze. It was one of those brightly washed summer days when the dreary months of rain are forgotten and the people of Seattle go outdoors to celebrate the sun.

Karyn stood at the window talking in a flat, emotionless voice. Finally she said, “So that’s all there was to it. Just a silly incident with a dog, and it was all over in a minute.”

Dr. Goetz waited a full fifteen seconds. It was a technique of his that Karyn recognized. The purpose was to encourage the patient to elaborate on, or perhaps contradict, the last thought. When Karyn did not offer to continue, the doctor spoke.

“There is no doubt in your mind, then, that it was only a dog yesterday.”

Karyn spun around to face him. “Of course it was only a dog.” She walked over and sat down in the chair facing the doctor’s desk. “I was frightened for a moment because it brought back bad memories. That’s all.”

Dr. Goetz nodded sagely. “Yes, I see. And tell me about the dreams. You say you still have them?”

Karyn bit her lip and frowned. “Yes. And they worry me more than the business with the dog. Will I ever stop hearing it at night, Doctor? The howling?”

“You do understand that it is only in dreams that you hear this… howling?”

Karyn leaned back in the chair. Sunlight from the window caught her pale blond hair and made it a glowing frame for her face. She was twenty-eight now, and there were little lines at the corners of her eyes, but the touch of maturity only emphasized her beauty.

“Yes, Doctor,” she said wearily, “I know it only happens in dreams. Now. But three years ago in Drago, the howling was real. As real as death.”

Dr. Goetz touched his glasses. Karyn had determined that it was his unconscious gesture of disbelief. He put on an understanding smile.

“Yes, I see,” he said.

“Bullshit.”

The doctor brightened. Gut reactions always encouraged him.

“You don’t see at all,” Karyn told him. “You don’t believe Drago actually happened any more than my husband does. Any more than all the other people I’ve told about it.”

After his customary wait the doctor said. “Karyn, whether I believe or not isn’t important. What happened in the past or didn’t happen really doesn’t concern us. Our bag is the here and now. All that matters to us is how you feel about it.”

Karyn met the doctor’s sincere gaze. He was having a difficult time making the transition from the traditional Freudian to the trendy transactional school of analysis. Everybody’s got problems, she thought.

“What it makes me feel is scared shitless,” she said.

Pause. 


“Why?”

“Because I know they aren’t all dead.”

“When you say ‘they’ you mean––”

“I mean the wolves,” Karyn supplied. “The werewolves.”

She watched closely for a reaction––the narrowing of the eyes, or the little quirk, which she had seen so often at the corner of his mouth. Dr. Goetz held his expression of friendly concern. He was good.

“Do you want to tell me about it?” he said.

“Doctor, I have told you about it.”

“Tell me again, if you think it would help.”

Hell, why not, Karyn thought. There was no pain in the telling any more, and that, at least, was an improvement. Maybe if she heard the story often enough herself it would become meaningless, the way a familiar word repeated over and over eventually becomes a nonsense sound.

She stood up again and walked back to the window. There, watching the peaceful scene down on the lake, she repeated the story of the damned village of Drago, and the six months she spent there with Roy Beatty.

She described the way it began, with the howling in the night. Then there had been the cruel killing of her little dog. She told of the strange people who had lived in the village, and the huge, unnatural wolves that had roamed the woods at night. In a quiet, controlled voice she spoke of the black-haired Marcia Lura, who had bewitched Karyn’s husband and finally taken him forever with the virulent bite of the werewolf. Finally she told of the escape from Drago as she and Chris Halloran had fled the burning village.

Dr. Goetz waited, then spoke. “You said they aren’t all dead. The wolves.”

“As we drove out of the valley with everything behind us in flames, I heard it again from off in the forest. The howling.”

Abruptly Karyn stopped talking and went back to her chair across from the doctor. “Telling the story doesn’t make it any better or any worse,” she said. “All it does is keep the memory fresh. What I want to do is put Drago out of my mind, now and forever.”

“I can understand that,” Dr. Goetz said reasonably. “And that’s what we’re working toward, isn’t it? But, Karyn, before we can finally put this idea out of your mind, we have to find out what put it in.

Karyn stared at him. She spaced out her words carefully. “What put this idea into my mind, God-dammit, is that it happened.”

“Yes, of course,” the doctor went on. “Maybe when you were a little girl there was some experience, something ugly, with wolves or large dogs.”

Karyn shook her head wearily. “No, Doctor, not when I was a little girl. My only traumatic experience with wolves came when I was a full-grown woman. Three years ago. In Drago. You’re telling me the same old thing, aren’t you, that it’s a delusion?”

“Delusion is a term we don’t use much any more. We understand now that things that happen in the mind are every bit as vivid, and often more damaging than what we call reality. I’m sure your experience in Drago is as real to you today as this room we are sitting in. The important thing, as I said––”

Karyn only half-listened as Dr. Goetz droned on in his silky, reassuring voice. He was saying the thing everyone else did. Namely, that she had imagined the whole Drago episode. Maybe in time he could convince her of that. If he could, he would be well worth whatever David was paying him. In the meantime, it did help a little to be able to talk.

There was a subtle change in the doctor’s tone, and Karyn saw his eyes flick over at the discreet little clock on his desk. Her hour was up.
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Karyn drove slowly north over the Aurora Bridge toward Mountlake Terrace, where she and David had their home. Her thoughts, as usual when she left Dr. Goetz, were on Drago and what happened afterward.

There had been one moment of triumph at the very end when she had fired the deadly silver bullet into the head of the black she-wolf. But that small victory, like the escape with Chris Halloran, had lacked a ring of finality. Even as she and Chris had paused to look back on the valley in flames, neither of them had really believed it was over.

For six tempestuous months they had tried to pretend it was, and that they were just another ordinary couple. After sharing the horror of Drago, it had seemed a natural thing to stay together. How wrong they were.

For a time they had traveled aimlessly from place to place, living on pills and nervous energy. Before long their pent-up emotions were turned against each other. At the end of six months these two people, who had shared more in a day than many couples do in a lifetime, were living on the edge of violence. The most insignificant squabble could erupt in an ugly word battle. They were staying in a Las Vegas hotel when the final blowup came.

Karyn had spent the morning in their room. She had the air conditioner turned up full and wore a sweater buttoned to the throat as protection against the dry cold. Chris had gone down to the swimming pool early, after making only a half-hearted attempt at persuading her to come with him.

At noon Chris returned. He glanced briefly at Karyn and went into the bathroom. Not until he had showered, shaved, and dressed, did he speak to her.

“Do you want to go down and get some lunch?”

“Can’t we have something sent up?”

“Why?”

“I’d rather not leave the room, that’s all.”

“For God’s sake, Karyn, you can’t just sit up here and hide from the world like a frightened child.”

His words cut into her like a dull knife. She fired back, “I can do anything I want. Who are you to tell me what I can’t do? Nobody asked you to run my life.”

Chris’s eyes had turned dark and dangerous for a moment, then he whirled and stormed out the door. Karyn fought down the angry impulse to throw something after him.

The rush of blood through the veins made a roaring in her ears. She walked over to the window, parted the draperies, and blinked at the bright white Las Vegas sunlight. Twelve stories down, she could see people in the pool and on the deck around it. Everyone seemed to be laughing and having a fine time. Was she the only one in the world, Karyn wondered, who was miserable?

She let the draperies fall back across the window, and returned to the chair where she had sat all morning. She was still there, shivering with the cold, an hour later when Chris returned.

He closed the door firmly behind him and stood looking at her. “Why the hell don’t you turn the air conditioning down?”

“I like it this way.”

She could see him start to get angry, then, with an effort, relax.

“Karyn, we have to talk.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re destroying each other.”

“Is that a fact?”

“Cut it out, damn it. I’ve had all of this I can take.”

“Poor you.”

“This continual picking at each other is tearing me apart. It isn’t doing you any good, either. Have you looked at yourself closely in the mirror lately?”

“Well, thank you very much.”

“Will you please stop playing childish games? I know what you went through at Drago, but––”

Karyn sprang out of the chair and faced him angrily. “You have no idea what I went through. You were there only at the very end. I spent six months in that place. Six months in hell.”

Chris spoke in a carefully controlled voice. “I know that, Karyn. I know you suffered a lot. What I want to do now is help you.”

“Oh? And just how do you think you can help me?”

“It would be a start if we brought the whole thing out in the open and talked about it.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Karyn snapped. “Not to you, not to anybody.”

“I’m the only one you can talk to about Drago,” he said. “I am the only person in the world who would believe it, because I was there. I saw the wolves, and I know what they were.”

Karyn clapped her hands over her ears. “I don’t want to hear. I don’t want to think about it. Why don’t you let me forget Drago, so it will go away?”

“It will never go away,” Chris said. “It will always be locked in the back of your head. If we could just talk about it––”

“There you go with your ‘talk about it’ again. You sound like one of those fucking parlor psychologists. Tell me, where did you get your medical degree, Doctor?”

“Cut it out. I can’t take any more of this.”

“Don’t then. Don’t take a Goddamn thing you don’t want to. Nobody’s holding you.”

“That’s right,” he said in a voice that had gone suddenly cold. “Nobody is.”

In thirty minutes Chris Halloran had packed his clothes and left the hotel. That had been two and a half years ago. Karyn had not seen him since.


 

* * *


 

The weeks that followed the Las Vegas breakup with Chris were fragmented in Karyn’s memory. She knew that during that time she was very close to losing her hold on sanity. Somehow, she had made her way back to her parents’ home in the Los Angeles suburb of Brentwood. For two months she had a full-time nurse, and never left the upstairs bedroom that had been hers when she was a little girl. The days were blanks and the nights were filled with shadows where lurked unspeakable horrors.

Then gradually the world came back into focus. Karyn at last learned to talk about the summer in Drago. Then as now, no one really believed her, but they listened sympathetically. She learned that Chris had been right. Talking about it did help.

After six months in the quiet, comfortable house with her family, Karyn began to feel whole again. She tried to contact Chris Halloran, but learned he had taken a traveling assignment with his engineering firm and was seldom in town for long. Maybe, she decided, it was better this way. She would have liked to say she was sorry about the bad days at the end, and keep at least a part of Chris’s friendship, but seeing him might just open old wounds.

Instead, she had accepted the invitation of a college classmate and flown to Seattle for a visit. That was when she met David Richter.

David was twenty years older than Karyn, and solid as Mount Rainier. He did not have the dreamy romanticism of Roy Beatty, nor the charm and dash of Chris Halloran, but he was exactly what Karyn needed. She had been a little hesitant about meeting David’s son, but she need not have worried. She and Joey hit it off immediately.

The big test, in Karyn’s mind, came when she told David the story of Drago. He had listened patiently and seriously, without laughing or patronizing her. He did not, of course, treat it as reality, but accepted it as a minor eccentricity as he might have accepted a slight limp.

David asked her to marry him two months after they met. He offered her security and stability, and a kind of quiet love she had never known. She said yes.

All in all Karyn was content with her life as Mrs. David Richter. Now if she could just stop dreaming of the wolves, and shake the feeling that someday, somewhere, they were going to kill her.
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Sheriff Gavin Ramsay stretched out a foot and nudged the switch on the electric heater to OFF with the toe of his boot. The heater coils twanged as the red glow faded. The voters of La Reina County, all 4,012 of them, would be proud of their sheriff’s economy moves.


Ramsay hoisted his foot back to the top of the desk and resumed his contemplation of the view from his office window. Out in front ran S31, a two-lane blacktop with a flaking yellow center stripe badly in need of repainting. S31 was also the main street of Pinyon, California, seat of La Reina County, Pop. 2,109, Elev. 3550.


Across the road from the sheriff’s office was Art Moore’s Exxon station, a Pioneer Chicken franchise, and Hackett’s Pharmacy. On his own side of the road, out of Ramsay’s line of sight, was Yates Hardware & Plumbing, the Safeway, the boarded-up Rialto Theater, and the Pinyon Inn. That was about it for Pinyon, except for the library and La Reina County Hospital, which were built off the road on the high ground between S31 and the mountains.


The storm that had hammered the town for two days had moved on in the early-morning hours, leaving everything wet and bedraggled. The landscape would need a couple of days of sunshine to dry out.


Gavin Ramsay was more than ready for some dry weather. The rain depressed him. Elise used to get poetic about the rain. Literally. She would go to her typewriter and turn out pages of tortured free verse whenever a few raindrops fell. Then she would show it to Gavin and ask what he thought of it. In the first year of their marriage he used to lie and say it was good, really good. After that first year he started telling her the truth. By that time it didn’t matter anymore.


Today was the last day of March, and with luck there would not be another big storm until fall. Summer would bring its own problems––motorcycle gangs, irritable tourists, lost hikers, and campers with poison oak. Nothing that couldn’t be handled as long as it was not raining.


Probably there would be fewer problems with hikers and campers this year. Thoughtful people were not eager to go into the woods since the Drago business. You couldn’t blame them. It was peaceful now, but sometimes on a quiet night you could still hear it. The howling.


In truth, there wasn’t a whole lot for a sheriff and two deputies to do in La Reina County. Well, one deputy and a trainee assigned here by the state, to be accurate. Right now the prospect of a quiet summer suited Gavin Ramsay just fine. After the double trauma of Drago and his divorce from Elise he could use the time to reassemble his life.


The people of La Reina County were happy to see things calm down again. Drago was enough excitement for several lifetimes. It was kind of fun for a while. Now the folks would just as soon not talk about it.


They still got a fair number of sightseers who detoured off Interstate 5 hoping to see something of the infamous village. They might as well have stayed home. There was nothing left to see.


The asphalt road connecting Pinyon to Drago had buckled and cracked with the heat of the fire, and there were wooden barriers put up by Caltrans to block it off. Still, determined curiosity seekers could get through in a tough truck. Those driving something less rugged turned back to Pinyon, where they searched in vain for souvenir shops. Some of the locals used to joke down at the Pinyon Inn about printing up a bunch of Drago T-shirts with bite marks and red splotches, but those jokes got old in a hurry.


Gavin Ramsay had functioned with his usual quiet efficiency during the Drago business. In a way it was a relief for him to get away from home at the time. Now, like the rest of the people in town, he didn’t want to talk about it. Not about Drago or Elise. That did not mean he had forgotten. Nobody who lived through Drago would ever forget. Elise, either, for that matter. You just didn’t want to talk about it.


He picked up a paperback novel from the other desk in the pine-paneled office, the one shared by his two deputies. Ed McBain. 87th Precinct. It must belong to Milo Fernandez. The trainee. Roy Nevins’s taste ran more to Hustler.


Milo was an eager kid, still excited by the idea of police work. Roy Nevins wasn’t excited by much of anything these days, except finishing up his twenty years of public service and living the rest of his life comfortably off the taxpayers of California.


They should be returning soon. It was after four and getting dark. Ramsay felt a little guilty about sending them out on what he figured to be a wild goose chase, but he could see Milo getting restless with nothing to do, and Roy had been on the verge of falling asleep. They were not likely to find Abe Craddock and Curly Vane in the woods. Those fearless hunters were more likely holed up in some saloon down in Saugus, where everybody had a tattoo and a pickup truck. Still, Abe’s wife had called to say she was worried about him, and it had been three days, so Ramsay was more or less obligated to look into it. Anyway, Milo would probably enjoy getting out of the office, and Roy could sure as hell use the exercise.


The gravel crunched outside and Orry Yates’s panel truck pulled onto the parking area. YATES PLUMING was painted on the side in no-nonsense black letters. Orry claimed the misspelling was done deliberately to attract attention. Ramsay had his doubts.


Orry got out of the driver’s side of the truck, and two teenagers, a boy and a girl wearing backpacks, climbed out of the other. Orry led the way toward the office.


Ramsay swung his feet down to the floor and waited for them to come in. A tightening in his gut warned that this was going to be trouble.


Orry held the door open for the young backpackers, then herded them over to Ramsay’s desk. “Got a little problem, Gavin,” he said.

 “Oh?”

 “These kids think they found a dead man in the woods.”

 “They think?”

 “You know how sometimes the light plays tricks coming through the trees. A tree stump or a mossy log can look like something else.”


The boy shot Orry a dark look. “If that’s a log laying out there, I’m Beaver Cleaver.”


Ramsay studied the young couple. The boy was thin and wouldn’t be bad looking if he shaved off the apologetic, little mustache. The girl wore a UCLA sweatshirt and elastic jeans that showed off her firm little ass.


The sheriff cleared his throat and got businesslike. “Tell me about it.”

 “We were, you know, hiking,” the boy said. “On a trail that leads off the old Drago Road, and Debbie goes, ‘Hey, you smell that?’ And I go, ‘Smell what?’ And she goes, ‘Like spoiled meat.’ And I go…”

 “Never mind the dialog,” Ramsay said. “Tell me about finding the dead man.”

 “That’s what I’m doing, man.”

 “Could you speed it up?”


The boy looked sullen and Debbie took over. “We found him a little ways off the trail. A big guy, you know. Smelled really bad.”

 “How big?”


The girl shrugged. “It was hard to tell. He was laying down. Dead, you know.” She looked at the boy and giggled.

 “What did he look like?”

 “Like a dead man,” the boy said.

 “His face,” Ramsay prompted.

 “Who knows?” the boy said. “There wasn’t much of it left. Like something had chewed on it.” 


 “Gross,” the girl confirmed.


Ramsay levered himself out of the chair. “Think you can take me to him?”


They nodded without enthusiasm.

 “You gonna need me anymore?” Orry Yates said.

 “Not now, Orry. Thanks for bringing them in.”


They walked out of the small wooden building that served as La Reina County Sheriff’s office. It was built twenty years before as a sales office for an optimistic developer who thought there would be a migration of Los Angeles residents to the mountains. He was wrong.


Orry Yates climbed into the YATES PLUMING truck, waved, and drove off. Ramsay led the teenagers around to the back where the beat-up Dodge wagon was parked. His Camaro had gone to Elise in the settlement. La Reina County could afford only one sheriff’s car, and the deputies were using it.


Ramsay wondered if the dead man was Abe Craddock or Curly Vane. If it was, he owed somebody an apology for mentally placing them in a saloon somewhere. However, if it was one of them, where was the other? An argument? Too much booze and a gun goes off? Better stop building a crime until he had a look at the scene. He kicked the engine of the eight-year-old wagon to life and took off for the old Drago Road.

 



* * *

 



Deputy Roy Nevins stopped to pull his uniform pants free from the thorns of a wild blackberry bush. He knew this drill was one big waste of time. Craddock and Vane could find their way around these woods as well as anybody in the county. The only trouble they were likely to get into was when they came back to town and started drinking.


He knew Gavin Ramsay had sent him and Milo out here just to keep them busy. If it hadn’t been for the gung ho trainee, Deputy Nevins would have sacked out in the back of the car until dusk, then gone back and told Gavin there was no sign of Craddock and Vane. That’s what their search would add up to anyway. Zip. Only difference was now he’d get all wet and scratched up from these fucking thorns and his shoes would be ruined.

 “Roy!” Milo called unseen from off to the left.

 “Yeah?”

 “Just checking our positions.”


Yeah, great. Ten-fucking-four. Milo could be a pain in the ass sometimes. But what the hell. He was only twenty. When Roy Nevins was twenty he’d been gung ho, too. The kid might grow up to be a good cop. Not in La Reina County, where a couple of overdue library books was a crime wave. But it was a start. Three months from now the state would put him somewhere else. Nice gentle way to break in as a cop. Not the way Roy Nevins had done it, on the grungiest street in the grungiest section of Oakland.


Roy had been a cowboy back then himself. No more. Now he was sitting on a pension, just putting in his time. Couple more years and he could buy that mobile home down in Baja. Sit around fishing with a cool Carta Blanca in his fist. A man could still live pretty damn good in Mexico for peanuts. Until then he would have to pass the days as comfortably as he could and put up with a certain amount of shit like slogging through these dripping woods.

 “Hey!” he yelled in the direction of Milo Fernandez.

 “Yo!”

 “Let’s take a break.”


Roy stuck a Winston in his mouth and lit it. He eased his broad butt down onto a boulder that looked reasonably dry. Milo Fernandez, neat and slim in his uniform, pushed through the wet underbrush and joined him.


The younger man looked up at the patches of sky, they could see through the thick tops of the pine and Douglas fir trees.

 “Not more than an hour of daylight left,” said Milo.

 “Yeah.”

 “You think we’ll find those guys before dark?”

 “Craddock and Vane? No way. Not before dark, not before Easter Sunday. They gotta be lost before we can find them. Those two ain’t lost. Shit-faced somewhere, maybe, but not lost.”

 “How do you know?”

 “ ’Cause I know them two assholes. Why Betty Craddock wants us to find Abe beats the shit out of me. Best thing that could happen to her, he falls down in the middle of S3l and gets run over by an RV.”

 “Well… we can give it a try, anyway.”

 “Sure. Old college try. You go to college, tiger?”

 “Junior college, actually. I need two more years for a degree.”

 “Waste of time. You want to be a cop, don’t you?”


Milo Fernandez nodded.

 “They not gonna teach you that in college. Only way to learn about being a cop is to be one.”


Roy was about to launch into a war story from his days as a real cop in Oakland, but the young deputy’s attention strayed.


Milo looked around at the dark, dripping trees. “Roy, where’s Drago from here?”


Nevins pointed off toward the south. “That way. Four, five miles.”

 “I’d like to see it sometime.”

 “Nothing to see. Dozen or so burned out buildings.”

 “What was it like, Roy? The fire and all. Was it exciting?”


Roy shrugged. He pulled on his Winston, coughed, spat on the ground. “Sure, if you get off on poking through ashes trying to make out which is human and which is… something else.”


The young trainee caught the older deputy’s hesitation and looked at him quickly. Roy studied the glowing tip of his cigarette and stopped talking.


Milo Fernandez looked off toward the south as though trying to see the burned out village through five miles of forest. “What do you think was going on there, Roy? At Drago? Before the fire?”

 “Who knows? Cult of some kind. Los Angeles types. The people living there never went much outside their own village.”

 “There were stories.”

 “Yeah, I heard the stories. Bunch of crap.”

 “Not human, people said.”

 “Crap.”

 “There was howling, they say. In the woods. At night.”

 “So what? There’s lots of funny noises in the woods at night.”

 “People still heard things out here after the fire. After everybody in Drago was burned up.”

 “Look, amigo, some other time we’ll sit around a campfire and scare the shit out of each other with ghost stories. I’m not in the mood now, okay?”

 “Sure, Roy. I’m just curious.”


Something rustled the bushes up ahead. The two deputies raised their heads, listening. They looked at each other, then back toward the sound.

 “Who’s there?” Roy Nevins called.


Silence.


Another rustle of brush.

 “Craddock…? Vane…?”


No answer. A flash of movement. A head rose above a clump of brush twenty feet ahead of the two deputies. A face looked at them. A pale face streaked with mud. Dark, matted hair. Eyes wild, with lots of white showing.

 “Hey!”


The face ducked out of sight. Squishy sound of running feet on the wet ground.

 “Son of a bitch.” Roy mashed the Winston out under his shoe and took off. Milo was already ahead of him, chasing the fleeing figure, who ducked and weaved among the trees.


The runner left the trail and fought through the undergrowth. The two deputies followed. Roy Nevins swore as the thorns clutched at him and mud seeped over the tops of his shoes.

 “Halt!” Milo Fernandez called out. “Sheriff’s officers!” 



Roy pounded on, the breath wheezing through his open mouth. He fumbled at the leather strap that snapped to the holster over the butt of his .38 police positive. Regulation.


Never could free the damn thing in a hurry. The hell with it. Firing your piece only meant trouble these days. You had to account for every fucking bullet. Nothing in sight to shoot at anyway. He could only catch glimpses of Milo’s back as the young deputy charged after the fleeing figure.


There was a thump of colliding bodies up ahead and a damp thud as they hit the ground. Roy floundered through the brush and almost fell over Milo. The young deputy was applying an armlock to the fugitive, who lay prone on the damp pine needles.

 “I got him, Roy.”

 “So I see. Suppose you flip him over so we can see what we got.”


Milo warily eased his hold. When the figure on the ground did not move, he grasped a shoulder and turned him over.

 “A kid,” Roy said disgustedly.


The face that looked up at the deputies was pale and frightened. Oddly, he seemed not to be breathing hard.

 “What’d you take off for?” Deputy Nevins said. The large, frightened eyes flicked from one of the deputies to the other. The boy made no attempt to answer.

 “Get up.”


The boy rose to a crouch.

 “And don’t think about running anymore. We’re taking a ride into town.”


Nevins took the boy’s arm and raised him to a standing position. The muscles were firm under the smooth flesh. He gestured with his head for Milo to get going. The younger deputy was staring at the boy’s face.

 “Let’s go,” Nevins said. “I want to get him back to the car before it gets dark. What’s the matter?” 



Milo Fernandez hesitated. “Take a look. There’s something funny about his teeth.”
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The room on the second floor of La Reina County Hospital was pleasant and bright. Outside the window of the small private room a night bird sang. The boy sat propped in the bed in a half-sitting position. His green eyes skipped around the room as though searching for an escape.


Holly Lang stood at the foot of the bed and smiled down at him. She was tall and supple, with short dark hair and hazel eyes. Her smile was good, and it usually made other people smile in response. But the boy’s expression did not change.

 “Well, you look a little better now that you’re all cleaned up,” she said.


The boy’s eyes flicked over her and away.

 “How are you feeling?” she asked.


No answer.

 “A little scared, I guess.” Holly kept her tone soft and conversational. “I don’t blame you. Hospitals can be scary. My name’s Holly. Do you want to tell me yours? It’s all right if you don’t. There’s no hurry.”


The boy’s fingers moved restlessly on the edge of the sheet.

 “I’m a kind of a doctor.”


The green eyes met hers for an instant.

 “Not the kind that sticks people with needles,” she said quickly. “Mostly, I just talk. And I listen, too, if you want to talk to me.”


The boy turned away and stared through the window at the dark trees. His expression told Holly nothing.


Holly waited, watching his face. “What happened to you out there?” she said, more to herself than to the boy. “What’s haunting you now?”


La Reina County Hospital had more the look of an expensive mountain resort than an institution. It was tucked into the picturesque wooded hillside overlooking the town of Pinyon. Behind it the Tehachapi Mountains rose from gently sloping foothills. The facilities and the equipment at La Reina were excellent, courtesy of the California taxpayers. The same could not be said of the staff.


Somehow La Reina County Hospital had become caught in the backwash of bureaucracy and was known as a haven for medical misfits. Med school graduates from the lower third of their class found a home there. Doctors with a questionable past, nurses with borderline records… these made up the staff at La Reina County.


There were always more beds than patients in residence. The administration lived in fear that during one of the periodic budget battles in Sacramento someone would ask why the hell they needed a hospital down there at all. The funds would be cut off and a lot of people would be out of work. Somehow, the budget checkers in Sacramento kept missing it.


Dr. Hollanda Lang, known to everyone as Holly, did not belong with the staff of misfits. She had passed up a lucrative private practice as a clinical psychologist to work for the state Social Services Department. When people asked her why, she told them she was absolving her liberal guilt. Holly found it embarrassing to admit how deeply she cared about helping people.


And La Reina appealed to her precisely because of its quirky reputation. Her opinion of the medical establishment was not high, and here among the outcasts she found some original thinkers she could relate to. Her one disappointment had been in the lack of challenge in her cases. Until they brought in the boy from the woods.


Holly looked down at the pale boy now, wondering what it would take to communicate with him. In the two hours since he’d been brought in, the boy had not spoken. She had finally gotten the curious onlookers cleared out of the room and felt the boy was at least beginning to relax with her.


There was a sound at the door behind her. She turned, annoyed at the interruption.


Sheriff Gavin Ramsay stuck his head into the room.

 “All right if I come in?” 


 “Could I stop you?”

 “Sure. Just say go away.”


Holly felt the muscles tighten at the back of her neck. She knew her aversion to police was an unreasonable throwback to her campus protest days, but she couldn’t help it. “Come on in,” she said.


Ramsay nodded to her. “Thanks, Miss Lang. I’ll make this as short as I can.”

 “It’s Doctor.”

 “Oh, right. Dr. Lang. Sorry.”


She made herself relax. “That sounded pompous, didn’t it? Shall we try first names? I’m Holly.”

 “Gavin,” he said.


Not a bad looking man, Holly decided, if you liked the macho type. Sort of a younger Marlboro Man. She had seen him around Pinyon and thought it was a pity that he had to be a policeman.

 “How’s the kid?” he asked.

 “Doing well enough.”

 “Has he said anything yet?”


Holly looked quickly at the young patient. The green eyes regarded the sheriff warily.

 “We’re just getting acquainted,” she said. “So far I’ve done all the talking.”

 “I’d like to ask him a few questions.”


The boy seemed to shrink a little in the bed.

 “Suppose we step out into the hall,” Holly said.

 “Sure.”


She followed Ramsay out through the door and looked up at him when he turned. Holly was five-eight in her stocking feet, and well built. Not many men could make her feel small. Gavin Ramsay could, and she resented it.

 “I wish you’d give me some warning before you barge into the room.”

 “Sorry. The door was ajar.”

 “Well… no harm done, I suppose.”

 “I’m relieved to hear that.”

 “You must understand it’s part of my job to keep my patient from being disturbed.”

 “Fair enough,” Ramsay said, “but you’ve got your job and I’ve got mine.”

 “I’m not sure I understand.”

 “I’ve got a couple of hunters missing and a dead man downstairs in the pathology lab.”

 “What has that to do with this boy?”

 “I don’t know that there’s any connection, but I want to find out. From the looks of the kid when they brought him in, he was out in the woods for at least three days. That’s about how long our man downstairs has been a corpse.”

 “You’re not suggesting that this boy has anything to do with it?”


Ramsay’s eyes flashed blue fire. “Why not, because he’s a minor? Last week a twelve-year-old in East Los Angeles set his mother on fire because she found his heroin stash. A seven-year-old girl in Beverly Hills drowned her baby brother in the swimming pool because he got too much attention. Two boys in Glendale hung a baby girl from a swing set. The boys were six. Want to hear more?”

 “No, thank you. I’ll concede that there is no age limit on criminal behavior, but I won’t jump to the conclusion that this boy is guilty of anything.”

 “Holly… Dr. Lang… all I want to do is talk to him.” Gavin raised his arms. “See, I didn’t even bring any handcuffs.”

 “Well, he isn’t talking yet. He’s had a frightening experience, and it may take a while. Shouldn’t you be trying to find out who he is?”

 “I should and I am. I’ve put his description out on the wire. So far he doesn’t fit any missing-boy report.” Gavin looked back over her shoulder into the room. “You will let me know if he says anything?”

 “Certainly, Sheriff.”


He started to go, then turned back. “Is there any chance we can get back to using first names?”


She held a stern expression for a moment longer, then relaxed. “What the hell… See you, Gavin.”

 “See you, Holly.”


The boy’s eyes followed her as she came back and sat in the chair next to the bed. She smiled at him, studying his face. The two deputies who brought him in had said there was something ‘weird’ in the way he looked. Probably a trick of twilight and their imaginations. Holly saw only a frightened boy of perhaps fourteen. High forehead, straight nose, firm mouth. The eyes were a deep, lustrous green. Certainly nothing there that could be considered ‘weird.’

 “Getting sleepy?” she said.


The boy’s head rolled from side to side on the pillow.


A response. The first sign he had given that he understood. Holly kept her voice gentle. “I’ll just sit here for a while, then. If you feel like talking, fine. If not, that’s fine too.”


The boy’s eyes never left her. Holly thought she could see his body relax, just a little, under the hospital sheet and blanket. She picked up a magazine from the bedside table and pretended to read. She did not leave until she was sure the boy was asleep. 
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~~~~ PROLOGUE: CLOVEN ROCK 



 

The people that lived in Cloven Rock considered the town’s final Monday a beautiful one, like most of the days in the recent weeks. The sun was shining; the air was clean and warm. Flowers bloomed and birds sat among the branches singing songs only birds could understand. Dogs chased master’s Frisbees and people said hello to strangers, not to suggest that thousands of tourists roamed the beachfront or the area that passed as the downtown core. That wasn’t the case; there were only a few. If you asked one of the locals why things were this way, the answer would be simple: Cloven Rock was an inclusive town, an uncomplicated town, a town that didn’t encourage a vacationer crowd even though sightseers would have flocked to it religiously. Many residents thought the town was special and they were right. It was special. It wasn’t a small place trying to be a big place. It was a town without civic uncertainty. 


The Yacht Club Swimming Pool, a Cloven Rock favorite, had a full house the day before the town was lost. They also had an open door policy; if you were respectful, courteous, and didn’t pee in the pool, you were welcome anytime. Also on that day, friends sailed the calm waters of Cloven Lake and children built sandcastles on Holbrook Beach. Kids played in Easton Park while the people on the large wooden deck at the Waterfront Café enjoyed the spectacular view. The post office closed early. An ice cream store called Tabby’s Goodies was doing good business and a mile and a half up the road the men and woman working at the Cloven Rock Docks fought for, and won, a fifty-cent raise. Spirits were high at the Docks, and the personnel were getting along just fine. It wasn’t surprising. Nearly half the workforce was related and the other half was considered family. 


The Cloven Rock Police Department was not at full strength when things turned ugly. One officer was on vacation, one had gone home due to an illness in the family, and two had the day off. Of the nine remaining officials, only Tony Costantino, Joel Kirkwood, and Mary O’Neill, were on duty when the reports came in. The other four were either at home or on call. Normally this wouldn’t be deemed a problem. Most locals figured a thirteen-person police force was nothing short of overkill anyhow. The Rock hadn’t had a stitch of recorded violence in six years. 


The community as a whole didn’t know horror, as most tight-knit communities can understand. It knew long days, family activities, and simple living. It knew Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter. It knew family. 


But sadly, like all communities, Cloven Rock had its share of tragedy. 


2007 was a bad year.

It was the year a local artist named George Gramme had his hands caught in his motorcycle chain while he was working on it. He suffered two broken wrists and lost four of his fingers. He also lost his artistic spirit and the means to keep that spirit alive. In the weeks following, he put his motorcycle up for sale and fell into a state of depression that changed him into a different man. 


Two weeks later the town’s senior librarian, Angela Lore, died from cancer on the same day that ‘odd-job’ Martin West fell off a ladder and broke both of his legs while shingling his neighbor’s roof.

2007 was also the year a car accident claimed the lives of three teenagers. 


As the story goes, a half dozen youngsters were drinking on the unnamed road surrounding Holbrook’s pond. After several hours of alcohol consumption, the six youths plunked their butts inside two vehicles. In one car, Andrew Cowles and Dean Lee, a pair of borderline delinquents, drove home without incident and arrived safely. The second car, loaded with four of the sweetest kids you’d ever meet, weren’t so lucky. Two brothers, Guy and Henri Lemont, along with May Lewis and Lizzy Backstrom, the youngest of the crew, decided it would be a good idea to take a quick jaunt to Hoppers Gas on the 9th line. But on the way to Hoppers something stepped onto the road causing Guy to swerve left and lose control of the vehicle. 


As luck would have it, Stanley Rosenstein, a foreman at the Docks and an all-around good guy, pulled his truck from his driveway the same moment Guy changed lanes. 


Guy didn’t see the truck in time. The car clipped Stanley’s front bumper, veered off the road, rolled three times, and slammed into a large maple tree, roof first. The two brothers, Guy and Henri, were killed instantly. May Lewis spent nine days in critical condition before she passed away while her parents and grandparents watched. Lizzy Backstrom escaped with a broken back, three broken ribs, a punctured lung, two broken legs, and wide assortment of cuts, scrapes and bruises. Most figured she was lucky to be alive. A few figured she was unlucky to be alive. Once she was able to speak she said a bear stepped in front of the car and Guy swerved to miss it. There weren’t many bears in Cloven Rock so the statement generated a cluster of questions she wasn’t prepared to answer. She pushed the inquisition aside, saying, “It might not have been a bear but wasn’t a deer either. I don’t know what it was.”

Two months later, Lizzy broke down in tears, telling her friend Julie Stapleton that a monster the size of a tank stepped in front of Guy’s car and she got a real good look at it. She said the beast seemed like something from another planet and if Guy were alive he’d be the first to confirm. 


Julie, sworn to secrecy, became worried about Lizzy’s mental wellbeing. She thought her friend had brain damage. Of course, Julie’s knowledge on matters concerning the brain could have been written on the on tip of her thumb, but that hardly mattered. She also didn’t know that Stanley Rosenstein––the man driving the pickup that fateful night––had a similar story. If she had known this little noodle of information she may have kept her big mouth shut. Or talked to Lizzy. Either way, that’s not what happened. Instead, Julie betrayed her oath, feeling it was necessary to tell Lizzy’s parents what their daughter was thinking. This forced a confrontation between Mr. and Mrs. Backstrom and Lizzy, who denied everything and never spoke to Julie again. Not ever. And a year later Stanley Rosenstein found himself separated from his wife, in rehab, and in need of psychiatric evaluation. 


He thought there were monsters in Cloven Rock.


 

* * * 



 

There were other tragedies. 


Four summers before the heartbreaking car accident Simon Wakefield, the town’s only dentist, drowned in his backyard swimming pool while his wife Leanne talked to her sister not forty feet away. The year before that, faulty wiring caused a fire that burned Stephen Pebbles’ house to the ground. To make matters worse, his insurance expired the week before. Ironically, two weeks later the town was hit with a rainstorm that caused over two million dollars in damages. Stephen was quoted as saying that the rain should have come two weeks sooner; it would have saved his life’s investments.

The tales go on: tales of love gone astray, broken homes, poor health, and financial ruin. But these stories shouldn’t be focused on, even if they’re commonly considered the most interesting. Tales of sorrow don’t express the true face of Cloven Rock’s two hundred and nine years of existence. They pepper it in a negative light that was seldom felt or witnessed. 


Cloven Rock was a peaceful community, a pleasant community. It was a place where folks could retire from work and enjoy a simple life. The town was good to grow up in, good to live life in, and good to grow old in. The problems were minimal and living was easy. People were friendly and the air tasted sweet with the spice of nature.

On the eve of its extinction, nobody knew what was coming. The locals never expected terror to reveal its vile and horrid face. Not in Cloven Rock. Not in a town of 1,690. The concept seemed out of the question.

But they didn’t know the heart of Nicolas Nehalem. 


And only Stanley Rosenstein and Lizzy Backstrom had seen the monsters that dwelled in the dark shadows beneath the streets.

Something from another planet, Lizzy had said. If Guy were alive he’d be the first to confirm.

Stanley Rosenstein would have agreed.

It was the first Monday of June when Cloven Rock began showing the world a different face. And for many of the people that lived in the undersized and joyful town, it would be the last Monday they would ever know. 


This is what happened:


 

* * * 



 

~~~~ NICOLAS NEHALEM


 

Nicolas Nehalem woke up from a happy dream and shifted his near-dead weight into a new position. His eyes opened and closed, opened and closed. He licked the dryness from his lips and ran his tongue across his teeth while forcing himself awake. The dream faded; he was some form of insect, if he remembered correctly, and upon awaking he noticed that his left hand felt funny. He could feel pins and needles pricking his fingers and a lack of sensation in his thumb and wrist. He must have been sleeping wrong, cutting off the circulation. 


No biggie; it would pass.

The room was dark. A cool breeze blew through the open window, causing the thin off-white drapes to flutter. The clock on the nightstand said it was 4:08 am and while Nicolas was looking at it time moved ahead by one minute. 


The babies were crying again. And they were crying loudly. 


It was the crying that woke him. The babies seemed to cry more and more these days. He wondered if the girls missed their mothers. It was only logical if they did. 


Nicolas sat up. He clicked on a lamp, grabbed his librarian-issue spectacles from the nightstand, and slid them on his face. He put his feet on the cold hardwood floor one after another. CLUMP. CLUMP. For no real reason he looked over his shoulder, lifted his feet, and dropped them down again. CLUMP. CLUMP. 


The other side of the bed was empty. It was always empty. 


He put a hand into the vacant space and squeezed the sheets with his fingers.

Taking care of the girls would be easier if he wasn’t alone with the job. Being a father was hard, and being an only parent was harder still. Some days he wasn’t sure if he could take the pressure of fatherhood. It was tougher than it seemed.

He pulled his hand away from the sheets and stumbled across the room. He entered the bathroom, washed his hands very thoroughly and poured himself a cup of water. The cup had a picture of a clown on it. The clown had a big red nose and was holding a balloon. The water inside the mug was warm but he didn’t mind. His throat felt parched and the liquid quenched his thirst nicely. He poured himself a second helping, re-entered the bedroom, and sat the cup on the nightstand, next to the clock and the lamp.

A brown-checkered housecoat hung from a shiny brass hook on the bedroom door. A pair of furry blue slippers sat near the dresser. He put the housecoat on and tied the cotton belt in a cute little bow. He slid his feet into the slippers and stumbled down the hall, rubbing the sleep-cooties from his eyes. 


With a yawn and a burp he glanced into a spare bedroom. 


The room was loaded with boxes. Not empty boxes. Full boxes. Boxes filled with goodies that go BANG. 


Beside this room was a second spare bedroom. He stopped at the door and looked inside. There was no bed in the room. No dressers either. Nicolas had converted the room into his own private laboratory. 


He was making stuff, just in case. 


He had boxes of diatomaceous earth, sodium carbonate, ballistite, ethanol, ether, guncotton, sulfuric acid, oleum, azeotropic, nitric acid, and about ten other things that were hard to find at the local convenience store. He also had a large maple desk that housed a laboratory distillation setup. This setup included a heating tray, a still pot, a boiling thermometer, condenser, distillate/receiving flask, a vacuum/gas inlet, a still receiver, a heating bath, and a cooling bath. 


Looking at his toys, Nicolas nodded and smiled. 


They were fine; he was just making sure. 


He entered the kitchen, flicked on the overhead light, and opened the refrigerator door. The inside of the fridge needed to be cleaned; it had adopted a funny smell. There were a few items that had really gone bad, including an old turkey sandwich that was sitting behind an empty carton of orange juice on the bottom shelf. The sandwich was nearly four weeks old and had turned green and black with mold. The spores inside the sandwich bag looked like moon craters.

Nicolas didn’t notice. Or maybe he didn’t care.

A bottle of baby formula sat on the top shelf, ready to go. In Nicolas’ current state of semi-awareness his fatherly duties just became ten times easier. It was a small victory but a good one.

The babies kept crying. Or was it just one? 


Yes––one voice, not two. He wondered whose throat the wailing had spawned from.

Someone was being bad. Someone was being good.

He warmed the bottle in the microwave for two minutes and forty-five seconds while looking at his warped reflection in the kitchen window. His light brown hair was sticking straight up on one side, his eyes were puffy and his five o’clock shadow had become a three-day-old beard. He wasn’t extremely overweight, but the way his fat bunched around his waistline was far from attractive. He was thirty-eight years old but looked fifty or more.

Probably not getting enough sleep, he assumed.

A bell rang. He opened the microwave door and retrieved the formula. The bottle was too hot, way too hot. Crazy hot. He tested it on his arm and felt the milky fluid burn like liquid fire. 


Good enough.

He opened the door to the basement, walked down a rickety staircase, and clicked on a florescent light, spooking a cockroach from its resting place. The roach scurried across the wall in an arched line and Nicolas tried to catch it between his finger and his thumb. He missed. The cockroach fell to the floor. Its tiny legs hustled towards a crack in the wall and in it went. The bug was gone. 


Oh well, he thought. Better luck next time.

The basement smelled bad, much worse than the inside of the fridge. It smelled like piss, shit, sweat, blood, and rot. 


The crying was louder now, much louder. If he had neighbors they’d complain for sure. This was a nugget of information that didn’t sit well with Nicolas, not in the slightest. Neighbors shouldn’t have to put up with such nonsense. It just wasn’t right. If he lived next to a noisy house he’d be seething in anger and out of his mind with rage. 


Nicolas walked through a room that housed hundreds of shoes, countless jeans, shirts, socks, underwear, hats, wallets, belts, watches, and coats. He opened a cellar door and turned on another light. 


The crying stopped immediately.

He walked down a second staircase. It only had nine stairs and none of them were very big. The unfinished room at the base of the staircase had a very low ceiling. Walking inside the room meant that you had to crouch down and tuck your head into your shoulders like a turtle. The room was cold; it was always cold. In the wintertime it was freezing. The walls were made of rock and seemed permanently moist. 


The smell of shit and piss was strong now, strong enough to make a healthy man sick and a sick man pass out.

And there she was: Cathy Eldritch. 


Cathy was thirty-one years old; her birthday fell on New Years Eve. She was right where Nicolas had left her… fourteen years ago–– 


Inside a cage. 
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Cathy Eldritch was naked and covered in scars. Her ribcage stuck out from her skin and her muscles had wilted to noodles. Her large and unsightly nipples were dry and cracked, centering breasts that were non-existent. Her arms and legs were nothing more then sticks, elbows, and knees. Her few remaining teeth were black and rotting; her hair was long and crawling with bugs. Below the pits that housed her bright and sunken eyes––eyes that seemed far too alive and knowing, like Sun Gods buried in an apocalyptic badland––her nose had become as thin as a wafer and crusted with dehydrated wounds. Lips that were so tragically withered and cracked made her look like a mummy, or a living corpse, or like a horror story monster that needed to be buried in the earth and forgotten, a ghoul that lurked in the darkest corners of the most twisted and perverted minds. All of her toes and three of her fingers had been amputated, proof she had been a bad girl thirteen times.

Nicolas named Cathy Eldritch: Kathy the Kitten. 


She was a trooper and he knew it; nobody lasted fourteen years. It seemed damn near impossible.

Nicolas Nehalem approached the wire cage, which was nothing more than a modified, three-foot by three-foot square. He smiled a strange and outlandish smile, laced in twisted logic and perverted reason. 


After opening a small door on the right side of the pen, he dropped the bottle of formula inside. The bottle rolled between two walls of wire and landed on the caged floor. 


Cathy couldn’t reach the bottle. Not yet. Not until Nicolas released a lever that would unlock a small door inside the coop.

“What do you say, Kathy?” He adjusted his glasses and slid a hand beneath his housecoat. He began stroking himself calmly.

Cathy’s eyes were filled with starvation and madness. 


At one time she wanted to kill this man, make him pay, make him bleed. She had despised him more than anything else in the world. Now she only wanted her nightmare to be over. She wanted to die. Not in theory, and not in some exaggerated way that people say it but don’t really mean it. She wanted to die for real. She wanted this life to end and whatever was waiting for her on the other side to begin. And she was close, so close. She had been clinging to death’s front door for as long as she could remember. All she had to do was stop drinking the formula and she would cross over. All she had to do was die. But she couldn’t. She just couldn’t. She was famished––and her hunger wouldn’t allow her mind to say no to the bottle. She needed the bottle, the formula. And for this reason she didn’t hate Nicolas. Not now. She hated herself for needing him. 


She said, “Thank you daddy. I love you.” 


“Very well done,” Nicolas replied, knowing she hated expressing her love. His voice sounded calm, yet agitated; it always sounded agitated. “You’re a good baby today, yes you are; yes you are.” 


Nicolas wrinkled his nose playfully, raised his shoulders and opened his housecoat so Cathy could see his semi-erect penis. He released the lever on top of the cage. 


The bottle rolled another two inches.

Cathy rammed a hand through the small cage door and grabbed the formula; flies buzzed around her. She put the bottle to her mouth and drank greedily, burning her mouth and tongue. She hardly even noticed. 


On the other side of the room were two more cages. One was empty. It had been empty for three weeks. The other cage had a young girl in it. The girl’s name was Olive Thrift. She was fourteen years old, might have been Asian. At this stage, it was hard to tell.

Nicolas named her Pumpkin. 


Olive said, “Daddy, may I have a bottle too? I’ve been very good lately. I didn’t cry tonight or anything. Honest I didn’t.”

“I’m sorry dear,” Nicolas said, stepping away from Kathy the Kitten. “I only brought one bottle with me. I guess I wasn’t thinking.”

“Oh.” Olive’s eyes slipped down to the stumps on her hands. She only had three fingers left; she didn’t want to lose them. A multi-legged insect walked across her face and she swatted it away thoughtlessly. “Okay daddy. I understand. I love you.”

“I love you too, Pumpkin. Have a nice night. I’ll see you tomorrow, or maybe the next day.”

“Daddy?”

“Yes dear?”

“Can I please have some water? Both of my containers are empty.”

“Mine are too,” Cathy quickly announced. “Can you fill mine too?”

Nicolas approached Olive’s cage with his housecoat wide open and his genitals exposed. He put his knuckles to the wire.

Olive suspected that he would. He had been doing that a lot lately. She figured it made him feel like royalty.

She crawled toward Nicolas on her mangled digits and knobby knees, closed her dark and cheerless eyes and put her lips to the wire. Flies flew in circles around her. She kissed his hand as gently as she could manage. 


“You’re a good little Pumpkin,” Nicolas said. “Yes you are. And if you keep being a good little girl I’ll never have to smash your face in with a sledgehammer. Or set your cage on fire. Because you don’t want that, do you? No. Of course not.” 


Nicolas walked across the room, smiling insanely. He lifted a hose from a hook on the wall, turned a faucet, and approached Olive spewing hose-water where it fell. As he stood over Olive’s cage, she held out two water jugs and he filled them. He made his way to Cathy’s cage and poured water inside her coop for a little more than twenty seconds. She was able to fill one container and wet her hair before he dropped the hose and turned the faucet off, deciding enough was enough. 


At the top of the stairs he clicked the light switch on and off, several times. He was tired. He hadn’t been sleeping well plus he had to get up early. He had things to do, although he couldn’t quite remember what those things were.

“Oh yeah,” he whispered. A grin that could have given a slaughterhouse butcher nightmares crept across his face like a spider on a corpse. “Now I remember.”

Closing the cellar door, he thought he heard a whimper. 


Sounded like Pumpkin. 


Pumpkin was a good girl; she was trying. And that’s what counted most in his books: trying. He hadn’t been forced to punish her lately, which was a nice change. Not since the incident with Pauline Stupid-Head had he been forced to perform one of his little operations. Not since he emptied the third cage.

Thinking about Pauline’s empty cage made him sad and lonely. 


Empty cages need to be filled. Sure they did. An empty cage was wrong; everybody with a lick of sense knows that. But Nicolas was a busy man, he had things on his mind and his work was never done. The cage would have to wait. 


Nicolas crawled into bed wearing his housecoat. He lifted his cup from the nightstand, smiled at the clown holding the balloon, and slowly emptied the cup’s contents on the floor. Water splashed, creating a miniature lake where no lake had once been. He named this lake, Lake Empty Cage. He wondered how long the lake would last, and when he would be forced to make a new one. 


The clock beside him read 4:19 am. 


It was late, too late for feeding babies and making lakes. Maybe tomorrow he would punish Kathy the Kitten for waking him––maybe, but maybe not. He wasn’t sure yet. He would see how he felt in the morning.


 

* * *


 

Nicolas woke up early, went to the kitchen and mixed another bottle of formula. He warmed it perfectly, added a little chocolate and brought it to Olive; he apologized for not giving her a bottle the night before. Afterwards, he cleaned the basement and found each of his babies something to read. He gave them fresh blankets, a rice-crispy square, and a nice cup of coffee. Shortly after, he stepped inside a closet, stripped naked, and screamed for twenty minutes while pushing his fingers into his eyes. 
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STILLWATER, MINNESOTA

Five Years Ago…


 


Black.


The suspect had painted every inch of his house black.


Obscured by snowfall, it looked like nothing more than an apparition in the storm, but through the binoculars its sinister presence loomed as large and solid as a monolithic tombstone.


Homicide detective Frank Atkins lowered the binoculars and handed them to his squad partner as the remaining S.W.A.T. officers took up positions to their left and right.

 “This is it,” Frank said. He unslung the HK sub-machinegun from his shoulder and flicked off the safety. “We’re going to need to move fast to cross that field without being spotted. This psycho is a slippery son of a bitch. We can’t give him the slightest opportunity to get past us.”


Martin DeAngelo peered into the binoculars. “You do your thing, Detective. We’ll do ours.”

 “I mean it,” Frank replied. “I want this bastard taken down once and for all.”


The officer smirked. “Just because you’re qualified for this shit doesn’t make you my commander. Follow my lead and leave the noble quest for vengeance up to the prosecutors, okay?”


Frank looked to the house with the word on the forefront of his mind. Vengeance. That’s exactly what it came to. Vengeance for Christine Mitchell. For Katie Hart. For Sean Edwards. Vengeance for the adolescent boy they still couldn’t identify. Vengeance for all of them.

 “Jesus,” DeAngelo commented, still gazing through the binoculars. “I can already hear the insanity plea.”


Frank racked the first round into the breach of his weapon. “If I find him first, he won’t be going to court.”


Maybe it was the hiss of contempt on Frank’s tongue, or the soft squeak of rubber as his hands wrung the handle grip of is weapon, but DeAngelo’s stare broke from the house and regarded him with a creased look of uncertainty.

 “You don’t really mean that, do you?”


Frank held his gaze. “Like you said, lieutenant: You do your job, I’ll do mine.”


The man opened his mouth to reply when the voice of the taskforce commander came to life on their radio headsets.

 “Move in! Everyone, move in!”


The tactical team plunged out of their cover of evergreens and charged toward the farmhouse, plowing through snowdrifts to the war-drum beat of the twin air-units approaching fast from the south.


The black house loomed ahead. No lights, no sign of movement.


They’d closed within yards of the target when a cataclysmic blast of thunder exploded overhead, shaking the air with the concussive force of a bomb. Three serpents of lightning slithered earthward through the flurries, striking a canted weathervane atop the killer’s rooftop. Sparks showered in every direction.


Several of the men stopped in mid-stride, dropping into defensive postures.

 “Jesus!” someone yelled over the radio.

 “What the hell was that?”

 “Everyone in formation,” Frank roared.


Praying they hadn’t lost the element of surprise, he crouched behind DeAngelo, staying close when the man hefted his riot-shield and rushed up the front steps to the porch. Another officer, Sergeant Rice, heaved a battering ram against the front door, pulverizing it in a hail of splinters and paint chips.

 “Police! Search warrant,” Rice shouted as a second officer tossed a stun grenade into the farmhouse’s foyer.


Inside, the decoy device exploded, sending out a mild concussion to disorient anyone in the immediate area. The tac team rushed through the smoke in a stacked, two-by-two formation, spurred on by Rice shouting, “Go, go, go, go!”


Frank followed in line behind DeAngelo, moving fast and low. He kept one hand on the S.W.A.T. officer’s shoulder and held his breath when they crossed over the threshold.


Smoke swirled in the air.


Combat boots hammered the floor.


Three groups of officers, all entering the house from separate locations at once, began calling off cleared areas of the home. Frank and his squad entered a brightly lit foyer flanked by open doorways. Ahead lay a staircase and a long hall that extended toward the back of the house.


Contrary to the exterior paintjob, the walls and floors inside the home appeared immaculately clean. The walls looked smooth and unblemished by age, dotted by dozens of pictures in decorative frames. Ornate woodwork made up the baseboards and trim. Hardwood floors gleamed, exuding the scent of fresh polish. 


From the hallway, Frank glanced into the living room on his right. He spotted a host of nick-knack covered end tables, chairs with white doilies draped over the armrests, and a plastic-sealed couch with an eye-sizzling floral print.

 “That room’s clear,” DeAngelo said. “Stay with me, Detective.”


Frank’s hand had come away from the officer’s shoulder while he contemplated the dichotomy of their suspect’s strange dwelling, and he rushed to catch up. The forward half of their twelve man team raced up to the second level, leaving Frank and DeAngelo to lead the remaining squad members deeper into the house.


A third of the way down the hall, they came upon a half closed door yet to be checked.

 “Basement,” DeAngelo said. He kicked the door open, and the stairwell beyond expelled a hot breath of putrescence. The stench of decay invaded Frank’s lungs, causing his chest to heave with a reflexive cough.

 “Police,” he yelled. “We’re armed.”


He followed DeAngelo down the stairs, passing between mortar-caked stonework that brought to mind the crumbling tunnels of a subterranean tomb. A bare light bulb over the lower landing cast a fiery glow on the walls, and combined with the smell of death assaulting his nostrils, Frank imagined he’d not only trod into the domain of a killer but had descended into Hell itself.


Four steps from the bottom Kale Kane lunged into view. Their suspect sprung from an open doorway to the right of the landing, brandishing an automatic weapon that exploded to life in a blaze of fire and noise.

 “Look out!” Frank cried, but it was already too late.


The first barrage of gunfire hit DeAngelo’s shield center-mass then trailed up the stairs toward the other officers behind them. Bullets cut a dusty trail of destruction along the walls and risers as stray shots whined off the house’s cave-like foundation.


Hot lead cut the sleeve of Frank’s uniform. More screamed past his helmet.


DeAngelo fired two rounds from his sidearm. It was all he had time for. Following the second shot, sparks leapt from the stone on his left and a ricochet tore ear-to-ear through his head. Blood and brains sprayed Frank in the face.


He fired a burst from the MP-5, but the shots went wild as DeAngelo’s body collapsed backward against him.


The other officers higher up the steps erupted into a fury of shouts and hollers, everyone struggling to flee the cramped stairwell and retreat toward safety. Return fire sputtered overhead, amplifying the chaos and adding to the cries of several men shrieking in pain.


Half-blinded by the rain of debris coming off the walls, Frank shoved DeAngelo’s corpse toward Kane with all of his might, slamming the killer back into the room he’d emerged from.


The gunfire ceased.


Frank charged after Kane before he could regain the advantage. He rounded the corner in time to see the madman slap a fresh clip into his weapon.


Frank rammed him in the chest, tackling him to the ground.


Kane’s weapon roared, spitting fire inches from Frank’s face.


The two struck the floor and rolled apart, each coming up into a half-crouch with only a few feet between them.


Both snapped up their weapons. Their gazes locked over the gun sights.

 “Drop it,” Frank shouted.


The killer’s eyes reflected the ugly orange light of the basement like twin flames set in the sockets of a half-rotten skull. They flashed with undeniable glee as he retracted his upper lip in genuine smile of delight.

 “Fraaaaaaank!”


Frank shuddered at the sound of his name. It gusted from the killer’s mouth in an elongated breath of mixed wonder and jubilation.

 “I said drop it!”


Kane’s smile only broadened. “You’re early, Detective Attkins. Not that it will do you any good. I’m finished.”


Frank’s heart thundered in his chest. Sweat slipped from under his Kevlar helmet and cut trails down his cheeks. Behind him, the stairwell rumbled and creaked as the SWAT team reassembled.

 “Don’t come any closer!” Kane shouted to the officers without taking his eyes from Frank. “I’ve got your man Attkins. I’ll blow his head off!”


Frank’s grip tightened on his weapon. “How do you know my name?”


Kane’s laugher sounded like snakes slithering through dry grass. “I’ve been told all about you. Who you are. Where you live. I’ve stood over you while you’ve slept. You didn’t know that, did you? The veins in your neck have beat against my blade more than once, but each time I let you live. Do you know why? Because you pose no threat to me, Detective. No more than those dead men on the stairs.”

 “There are fifty officers surrounding this place,” Frank growled. “You’ve got nowhere to go. Now drop the fucking weapon!”


Kane laughed again. “I’m counting on those fifty officers, Detective. Don’t you get it? You’re here because I want you here. This is where it starts!”


Frank’s trigger finger tensed when amber light suddenly flared to life on the other side of the room. For a split second his mind screamed BOMB! He flinched hard, but then recovered. Kane’s silhouette stood amid the blaze in stark relief. He could’ve cut Frank in half.

 “You see?” Kane said within the light. “It’s begun.”


Frank squinted, trying to keep Kane in his sights.


Over the madman’s shoulder the blinding amber light seeped through the frame of a closed door set into the far wall, casting blazing slivers across the room that illuminated the basement. Then, as suddenly as it appeared, the light vanished. Kane’s spittle-slick grin snapped back into focus.

 “The bible got it wrong,” the killer said in an oily whisper. “The meek won’t inherit the Earth, Frank. They’ll take it BACK.”


And with that, the smiling devil pulled the trigger of his weapon.


Each round punched into Frank’s chest with the ruthless power of a sledgehammer, their lethal progress stopped short of entering his flesh by his vest’s protective plating. Pain sunk its teeth into his nerves. Somehow he held the MP-5 steady, gripping it in both hands. He fired back even as he fell, his shots opening a dozen dark holes in the killer’s gaunt torso. Red geysers sprayed from exit wounds in the madman’s back. Unbelievably, Kane continued to grin, firing his gun empty as Frank’s 9mm rounds sliced through him.


The remaining officers poured down the steps and flooded into the basement, filling the room with the explosive roar of additional gunfire. Muzzle flashes lit up the room, creating a crowd of black shadows that danced on the walls like a cheering crowd of demonic spectators.


Frank collapsed to the floor, jaw clenched in a rigor of pain.


The final shot rang in his ears, followed by the shouts of the officers entering the room.

 “Cease fire!”

 “Officers down!”

 “Get the medics in here!”


Frank caught a momentary glimpse of Kale Kane’s blood-splattered face staring back at him from the ground, eyes open. Then fellow officers crowded into the area, blocking the view.


Two of the men helped Frank to his feet. “I’m okay,” he said. “I’ll live.”


He pushed away and edged through the crowd until he stood over Kane’s corpse. The killer lay in an ocean of blood, one cheek peeled aside by a bullet to reveal those shiny white teeth, as if he was still smiling.


Frank sagged, catching his breath.


Across the room wood shrieked against a strike plate. When Frank looked, he saw one of the tactical officers trying to yank open a door built into the opposite wall. It pulled free on the third try, and the officers that closed in to clear the room beyond immediately choked and recoiled.

 “Holy shit,” one of them cried.


Another doubled over and puked.


Frank hurried forward. He pushed through the crowd, wincing in pain, but came to a halt when he beheld the unimaginable sight that waited in the dirt-walled room ahead. He stared in dreamlike detachment, his mind straining to make sense of the madness displayed before him.

 “My God,” he whispered.


And just when he thought his overstressed nerves had been pushed to their limit, one of the medics who’d bent over Kane’s body ended the shock-induced stillness with a scream.

 “He’s still alive!”

 



 

Five Years Later …


 


Jerry Anderson’s eyes snapped opened to see the last flicker of pale blue lightning depart from his bedroom walls, pursued into the night by darkness.


He bolted upright and surveyed the shadowy bedroom with widened eyes, searching his surroundings for the source of what had roused him. By the weakness of the lightning’s pursuing thunderclap, he knew it hadn’t been the storm.


Something moved in the darkness, and Jerry wheeled around to face it.


Outside, the wind gusted against the house and through the nearby treetops, its morose tone overlaid by the sound of rainwater dripping from the gutter. Inside, black shadows swayed on the walls and floor, but he saw nothing to justify his fear.


Nothing yet.

 “Get up,” he hissed, shaking his wife.


Margaret Anderson jerked from sleep. “What—” she gasped, but Jerry clapped a hand over her mouth before she could finish.

 “I heard something,” he whispered. “In the house.”


Her startled expression cleared, replaced by a look of stark terror. Even in the wan light of the bedside clock the color drained from her face. “No,” she groaned. “It’s been three days. Kern said three days and we’d be safe.”

 “Kern’s a fool,” Jerry said. “We were idiots for listening to him.”


Her eyes flicked from his to the door, then back. Lightning flashed outside, and a peal of thunder trembled through the air. They listened to the silence that followed, straining to hear into the deeper reaches of the house.


You’re certain it wasn’t just another nightmare?” she asked. “We’ve been through this before. You know how real they can be.”


Jerry shook his head. “We should’ve left when we had the chance.”


Turning away, he extracted a .44 revolver from the nightstand, keeping his gaze trained on the bedroom door. When he looked back to his wife, she’d already retrieved the Remington pump-action shotgun from under her side of the bed, just like they’d practiced.

 “Stay here,” he said.


He eased out of bed and walked toward the hallway, holding the gun ready. He forced himself to keep his finger on the trigger guard rather than the trigger itself, afraid his shaking hands might fire the gun prematurely.


Clearing the doorway, he crept down the hall to where the stairs overlooked the foyer. Below, the reassuring red light of the front door’s new security panel glowed in the darkness: Property Secured.


He exhaled his fear in one great breath. If anyone lurked down there, the motion sensors would’ve detected them the moment they entered the room.


I’m a prisoner inside my home. And now even home no longer feels safe.


But maybe it was over; maybe Kern was right?


Lightning flashed outside. It lit the huge window in the adjoining living room and displaced the darkness, illuminating a collage of muddy footprints splattered across the carpet.


Jerry’s heart convulsed.


His jaw trembled; his legs weakened.

 “No,” he whispered, clutching the railing for balance.


Darkness devoured the sight, but not before he saw the tracks proceeded up the stairs.


Then it came again, the noise he’d heard earlier.


Not wind. Not rain.


Someone moving through the darkness.


His skin went cold, and he whirled around, tracing the footprints back to the bedroom door, where they faded to nothing more than outlines on the carpet.


Margaret screamed.

 “Not her,” Jerry cried.


Bounding faster, he came through the door to find the source of his dread looming at the bedside, silhouetted against the far window. Margaret thrashed on the mattress, battling to free herself from a cocoon of bed sheets wrapped tight around her head and held fast by the attacker’s hand behind her back. Her muffled cries came to him like the screams of a drowning swimmer.


The intruder stood silent, unmoving. Resisting Margaret’s violent struggle elicited no signs of strain whatsoever.

 “Get away from her,” Jerry yelled. He thrust the gun forward. “You’re not welcome here. Leave us alone! Go the hell away and don’t ever come back.”


Despite the strength of his words, a cold sweat beaded on his forehead.

 “Need you,” the trespasser replied.

 “No,” Jerry cried. “Find someone else to torment. I’m not going to help you. I can’t do what you want.”


Another flash of light played across the sky, and Jerry gasped at what it revealed: his old flannel shirt; Margaret’s faded blue jeans with the patches on the knees. The intruder had taken the clothes off the scarecrow from their garden and now filled the mud-covered garments to the point of nearly bursting the seams. Jerry trembled at the nightmarish sight, mumbling “please” over and over again in a child-like whimper. His eyes searched the dirty burlap sack that made up the thing’s head for the slightest sign of mercy, but no details had ever been added to the simulated head to create a face. The only response to his pleas came in the form of a blank, expressionless stare.


Thunder boomed, shaking the house around them.


The scarecrow extended its free hand, holding forward an old, wooden-handled shovel.

 “No,” Jerry mewed. “I won’t.”


The scarecrow’s face wrinkled, creasing into a look of rage. “You have no choice!”


On the bed, Margaret’s wild movements had dwindled to weak clawing actions.

 “You’re not supposed to be able to come here anymore,” Jerry shrieked.


With tears slipping from his eyes, he sighted the weapon on the center of the wadded bed sheets and blew two bloody holes through his wife’s shrouded head.


Then, acting before the maniac scarecrow could stop him, he rammed the hot barrel under his chin and fired again.
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Carrie Paige’s favorite duffle bag in the whole wide world had a picture of Kermit the Frog on both sides. The bag was black and cute and it said IT’S NOT EASY BEING GREEN on the strap and Carrie thought it was the greatest thing she had ever seen. She brought her bag into the backyard with her when she was playing with her dolls, and she was planning on showing it off on her first day of school, which was eleven days away. She was excited. Big kids go to school, her mother often told her. Big kids go to school and little kids stay home. Eleven more sleeps and it would be official; she would be a big kid. She was so excited she could hardly think. 


Carrie reached into her Kermit bag and shuffled through her important possessions. This included a flower made of construction paper, playing cards, multicolored rocks, a bag of marbles, a handful of crayons and a plastic horse with a squished head. 


The playing cards were always in her Kermit bag. If they were out of the bag she had them spread around so she could see every card at once. They were very special to her. She cherished each and every one of them and as a result the cards looked like hell. 


Her favorite boy card was the one that said READY FREDDIE. 


Ready Freddie looked so adorable sitting at the kitchen table with a knife in one hand and a fork in the other that sometimes she kissed the card. Freddie had yellow socks, a green bandana, and his tongue was sticking up from his pencil-line lips suggesting that he couldn’t wait another minute to eat. 


Her favorite girl card was FANCY NANCY. 


Fancy Nancy sat on a pink-and-white striped chair. She had a hat on her head and a mirror in her hand and a purse that looked like a teakettle. Carrie imagined Ready Freddie and Fancy Nancy getting married someday and having babies that looked just like them. 


Other cards she loved included Jolly Jean, Corny Carl, Lady Luisa, Skinny Minnie, Jumping Jack, Scary Harry and Slim Jim. Then there was the OLD MAID. Nobody liked the Old Maid. And because nobody liked her, Carrie decided she liked the Old Maid just fine. It was only fair. And her mother always said if you can’t play fair, you shouldn’t play at all.

Carrie pulled a photo album from her bag and put the bag at her feet. 


The album had a picture of three Care Bears on the cover: Love-A-Lot Bear, Tenderheart Bear and Bedtime Bear. Care Bears were okay, but they weren’t half as good as Kermit and were nothing next to SpongeBob. 


SpongeBob SquarePants and his best friend Patrick were amazing. If she were a resident of Bikini Bottom she would eat at The Krusty Krab every day, just to play Old Maid with the pair of them.

She opened the photo album, which held one picture per page. She flipped through the pages slowly; then she lifted her Coke can from the cup holder and sucked a mouthful through a straw like she was in a drinking race. 


After she put the can back in the holder she said, “I hafta go the bathroom.”

Stephenie was thirty years old and looked a whole lot like her daughter. Not so much now, but when she was Carrie’s age the resemblance was spooky. Back then she was cute. Today she was beautiful. She had subtle features, a slim nose and lips that were neither thin nor full. On a day like today she fixed her hair and Carrie’s hair the same way: in adorable little pigtails. The twosome looked so delightful it made you want to barf. 


Stephenie said, “What’s that? You need the bathroom?”

“Yeah.”

Stephenie slid a hand along the steering wheel, looked at the gas gauge and said, “Okay. I need to stop anyhow. I’m almost out of gas.” She stuck her tongue out and made a silly face and for a moment, Carrie thought her mother looked like Ready Freddie. 


Carrie said, “Really?”

“Yep. The gas gauge is telling me it’s time for a fill up.”

“Are we going to run out of gas? Madeleine Nyssa said that her daddy ran out of gas when they were going to their grandpa’s house and they had to call a doctor to get some help.” 


Stephenie pinched her smile and tried not to laugh. Sometimes it was impossible not to laugh. Carrie was constantly saying things in ways only a child would consider appropriate. “Madeleine Nyssa told you that, did she?”

“Uh-huh. Yes she did. She also said her mommy got mad at her daddy and they were kissing and then she got a bleeding nose.”

“Oh really?”

“Uh-huh.” 


“Well, I don’t think we’re going to run out of gas there babe, so don’t get too worried about it.”

“Okay mommy. I won’t get too worried about it. I’ll try to keep my nose from getting all bleedy too.”

Stephenie smiled. “That sounds good. How bad do you need the washroom, really bad?”

Carrie grabbed her Coke and put the straw to her lips and enjoyed another drink. She put the can down and said, “Yes. I have to go really bad. It might come out in my pants a little.”

“Well don’t do that. If you need to pee I’ll stop the car and you can pee at the side of the road. Do you want me to pull over so you can go?”

“No. I can hold it inside my tummy ‘til we find a bathroom.”

Stephenie put pressure on the gas petal and the car moved a little faster. The highway was pretty much empty so she could drive as fast as she wanted. She didn’t need a speeding ticket though, so if worst came to worst she would pull over and Carrie could relieve herself at the side of the road whether she thought it was a good idea or not. 


She said, “Do me a favor, babe?”

“Yeah?”

“Stop drinking the Coke. It only makes you need the bathroom more.”

Carrie eyed the can suspiciously. “Okay, I won’t have any more until after I go.” She grinned, showing the big hole where a tooth had once been.

“Great. Do you have to go number one or number two?” 


“Number one.” She held up a single finger so her mother could see.

Stephenie nodded her head and Carrie smiled.

Carrie loved her mommy more than Kermit, the Care Bears and SpongeBob together. And after watching Stephenie nod her head, she decided to nod her head too. 
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Ten minutes passed. 


Stephenie turned on the radio and flipped through the stations. She found a song that wasn’t too annoying, might have been Radiohead. She turned it low and let it play. Resting an elbow on the open window she looked at the gas gauge again. 


She was almost out of gas. 


She didn’t tell Carrie this information, but she was worried about how much gas was in the tank and how far it would take them. Being stranded at the side of the road was quickly becoming more realistic and today wasn’t a great day for that type of adventure. It was hot outside. The late August sun wasn’t fighting its way through many clouds and the wind factor was nonexistent. Then again, it was nearly 7:30 pm. The heat was sure to ease soon. 


Carrie flipped through the pages of her photo album. 


Looking at a photo of her daddy, her face saddened. It had been five months since daddy had gone to heaven and she was finally beginning to accept the fact he wasn’t coming back. It wasn’t fair. Madeleine Nyssa’s daddy didn’t have to go to heaven. In fact, none of the kids she played with had daddies that had to go away forever. 


She wanted her daddy to come home. Sometimes she asked God to send daddy home and she promised to keep it a secret and not tell anybody. Sometimes she asked God if daddy could drop by for a visit because she missed him, and because she wanted to show him the tooth that fell from her mouth after she wiggled it with her tongue. God didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure if she liked God. She knew she was supposed to love him and figured that loving him was okay, but she didn’t know if she liked him. God didn’t play fair. He never responded to her questions, he never dropped by to say hello, and he was keeping her daddy all to himself. Mommy said people that don’t like sharing are spoiled brats. Sometimes she thought God was a spoiled brat but she never said anything because she didn’t want to say any swears. 


Stephenie looked at Carrie; her brow furrowed. 


Carrie didn’t notice.

Stephenie said, “Do you miss him?”

Carrie turned the page. “Yes.”

“It’s okay to miss him you know. I miss him. I think about him every day.”

“So do I.”

“We’ll be okay babe. We’ll get through this. Every day things get a little easier so don’t worry. It’s okay to miss him but try not to worry.”

“Are you going to get us a new daddy?”

Stephenie took a moment to find the right combination of words. “I don’t know what to tell you babe. Right now I’m not looking for a new daddy but I don’t want to say there won’t ever be one. Do you want me to find a new daddy?”

“No. I want the old one back.”

“Carrie, you know––” 


“Yeah, I know, I know. Daddy is on an elevator for heaven and he can’t come back to visit us ever, even if God says it’s alright. You don’t hafta tell me. I know he’s not coming home. God won’t let him.”

Stephenie didn’t say anything. She didn’t know what to say. This wasn’t a new conversation; they had talked about Hal’s death a hundred times or more.

Hal had a terrible accident while he was at work and now he was dead and life goes on, even though it’s hard. And it was hard. The past five months had been hard for so many reasons. Hal’s death was the big reason, of course. But the fact Stephenie had been in-and-out of therapy and prescribed a handful of drugs wasn’t helping anything. She was irritable and irregular and her nightmares had her waking up in tears. The doctors (all four of them) were telling Stephenie that when they found a suitable combination of drugs and dosages, sleep would be easier and her body would function more regularly. Until that time she had to be strong, pay close attention to her body and let them know what was happening. 


Stephenie figured the trip would be good for both of them. Visiting mom and dad was something she didn’t do often enough. And besides, a six and a half hour drive wasn’t that far. It was doable. And it was time.

Hanging from the rearview mirror was a small portrait of Jesus Christ. 


Stephenie’s mother had given it to her at Hal’s funeral. She hung the portrait around the mirror for no real reason, aside from the fact that her mother would notice it and appreciate it being there. Oddly enough, she liked it there too. She wasn’t a Catholic or a Christian, but she found comfort in the image. Jesus had eyes that were kind and sad and without a trace of anger. And if the stories were true he had a reason to be angry, beyond angry. If the stories were just stories, well then, she supposed there was something worth thinking about inside the message. 


Stephenie looked at the gas gauge again. 


Empty. 


A cold sweat threatened to break out on her forehead. 


Carrie said, “Are you okay mommy?”

Stephenie took her eyes off the road and looked at her daughter. “What’s that babe?”

“I said are you alright?” 


Stephenie was emotionally charged, strung out on meds, and had a reoccurring nightmare where her husband fell eighteen stories and landed on a sign that said DANGER - MEN WORKING. Sometimes Hal screamed as he fell and sometimes he didn’t. Sometimes he said things as he dropped. Things like, I told you I didn’t want to go to work today. I told you I wasn’t feeling well, right babe? Why did you push me into going to work today Stephenie? Why didn’t you let me stay home? I knew I wasn’t feeling well and you said I was being a lazy baby. You said I was making excuses and now I’m dead. Is that what you wanted Stephenie? Is that what you wanted, babe? Who’s going to take care of Carrie now, huh? Who’s going to bring home the bacon? Not you Stephenie. You’re falling apart. You’re falling apart and I’m just falling. And when I hit the ground I won’t make a simple little splat on the sidewalk, I’ll come down on the fence and my body will be severed in half. It will be a closed casket funeral and while you’re standing above my remains it will occur to you that I could have been placed in two separate boxes. Whose fault do you think that is, huh babe? Do you have an answer for me? Huh? Do you or not? Do you know what I think? I think it’s your fault I was chopped in half at the waist Stephenie. I think it’s ALL YOUR FAULT.

“Mom?”

“Huh?”

“I said are you alright? You look pale mom. You look like you’re sweating.”

Stephenie focused on the road, knowing she could have driven the car straight into a river without knowing it. She said, “I’m okay babe.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I’m sure.”

Carrie put her hand on the Coke can then pulled it away as if her fingers had been burned. She squeezed her legs together and snuck a hand in-between them. 


She said, “Okay mom. Just checking.”

“I love you babe. Don’t worry about me. Things are going to be all right. You just watch.”

Up ahead was something; Stephenie wasn’t sure what the something was but it looked promising. Less than twenty seconds later everything came into view. There was a gas station with a restaurant attached to it. Carrie could go to the bathroom and she’d be able to fill up the tank. Everything was going to work out just fine. 


“Look babe,” Stephenie said. “A place to go to the bathroom.”

Carrie looked honestly relieved. “That’s good,” she said. “I thought I might go pee-pee in my pants even though I said I wouldn’t.”

“Can you hold it another minute?”

“I think so.”

“Well try babe. Try.”
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Stephenie pulled off the highway and onto the establishment’s asphalted driveway. A large neon sign said KING’S DINER. It looked seventy years old or more. She pulled her car next to a pair of gas pumps that looked as old as the sign, if not older. Above each pump a weather-faded notice read: WE SERVE.

Carrie opened her door with a grunt, jumped out of the car and tossed her photo-album on the seat. The pavement felt hard beneath her feet. The book bounced and fell open to a random page. The page had a photo of Carrie sitting on a swing with Stephenie standing behind her. 


“Wait a minute babe,” Stephenie said, reaching for her ignition keys. She thought she heard the words, Okay, mom. But then she watched Carrie shaking her head in total disagreement. 


“I can’t,” Carrie shouted. “I’ve got to go to the bathroom super-duper or I’m going to make an uh-oh in my pants!”

Carrie hustled towards the restaurant like she was in a hurry, leaving the car door wide open. She squeezed her knees together and struggled with the restaurant door, which seemed to weigh a thousand pounds or more. She pulled on the handle with all her might; in the end she managed to wiggle herself inside. Just.

Stephenie turned the car off, unlatched her seatbelt and felt it slide across her waist. She unlocked her door, swung the door open and stepped outside, leaving her keys dangling in the ignition. The sun had begun to set but the temperature was still hot. It was muggy out; the air felt thicker than most days.

Her eyes scanned the parking lot for an attendant. Didn’t see one. 


Across the road a single bungalow sat before the backdrop of undeveloped land like it had been misplaced. It had dark windows and was made of brick. It had a long driveway on the right hand side. There was no garage, few trees. Thick green grass was growing long. There was no sidewalk in front of the building, no curb either. The grass just shrank away, diminishing into rocks, pebbles and sand until it came to the clearly defined edge of the highway, which was old but in good condition, faded but not overly weathered.

She dismissed the house and all the details that defined it. She walked towards the gas pump and looked over each shoulder, once again trying to locate the man in charge. She didn’t see him. There was a greased-out gas-shack attached to the restaurant. Maybe he was there? Or perhaps he was picking his ass inside the restaurant, ordering coffee and making time with the waitress. That seemed about right. For a moment she wondered if the attendant might actually be a woman, but for reasons unknown the idea didn’t seemed to fit. So assuming the attendant was a man, where the hell was he? 


The attendant’s hiding place was unknown, a lackluster mystery. 


Didn’t really matter, she supposed. She knew how to pump gas and if the attendant didn’t like it he could suck on a lemon and piss up a rope. 


After she unscrewed her car’s gas cap, she lifted the nozzle and switched the pump on by lifting an ancient looking metal lever. She stuck the nozzle into her tank and squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened. She opened her fingers, waited a moment and squeezed the trigger again. Still nothing. 


“Huh,” she said, with an eyebrow lifted and her tongue peeking out between her teeth.

Stephenie flicked the gas-pump switch on and off a number of times and squeezed the trigger a number of times and still nothing worked. She returned the nozzle to its place and walked around in a circle. 


It was a hot day. Nice, but hot. 


She waited ten seconds that seemed like ten hours and walked towards the restaurant feeling like a failure. 


Between the entrance to the gas station and the restaurant’s main door was a patio swing made of wood. The swing could hold three people, two comfortably. Sitting on the swing was a thin girl with dark hair. Her name was Christina Split; she wore an attractive brown dress covered in white polka dots. The dress looked retro. She looked about eighteen. Stephenie noticed her earlier but ignored her because she was clearly not the person in charge.

Christina––who had been quite literally, twiddling her thumbs––lifted a hand from her lap and waved, offering a sad little smile. 


Stephenie waved back. She considered saying ‘hi’ but didn’t. Instead she pulled the restaurant door open and stepped inside while nodding her head and making a face that felt comfortable to wear but might have been humorous to see. Bells rang. Not the electric kind, but the old-fashioned, ‘bells hanging above the door’ kind that made every day seem like Christmas. Carrie didn’t open the door with enough gusto to make them cry out, but Stephenie had. Then the ringing faded and the door closed behind her. Stephenie’s eyes popped open. Her heart started pounding, her breathing became labored and she thought she might be sick. 


The restaurant was a slaughterhouse. 


The customers and staff were splattered everywhere. They were slumped over in the booths and in pieces on the floor. Body parts were on the tables and chairs. The walls were soaked with blood. The carnage was nearly immeasurable. 


Stephenie stumbled; her mouth became dry. 


Spinning, the world was spinning.

She put her hands on her knees and felt her stomach heave. Somehow she held it in. She wasn’t sick on the floor but she wanted to be. Not that being sick would fix anything. It wouldn’t. And her view wasn’t better now that she was crouched over like an umpire at a ball game; it was worse. 


She was looking at a corpse. 


The corpse wore a yellow waitress uniform that consisted of a loose button shirt, glossy black shoes and a miniskirt. The dead woman was twenty-five years old, give or take a year. Her nametag said SUSAN; her head was twisted awkwardly towards the door. Her skull had been cracked apart like an egg. 


Stephenie could see the woman’s brain just as clearly as she could count the bone fragments lying on top of it. And still, she held her nausea at bay. She held it because she didn’t want to vomit on the girl. She didn’t dare move, fearing her stomach would revolt against such action, leading her into a bought of illness that would last fifteen minutes or more. 


She closed her eyes and squeezed them tight. 


When she opened them nothing had changed. She was getting a real close look at this waitress named Susan, whose eyes were wide open, shockingly open, dreadfully open. Her face held an expression of terror so absolute she seemed to have died of fright before the killing blow had been able to claim her. 


In time, Stephenie lifted herself to an upright position. 


There was a puddle of blood around Susan’s head and tiny footprints were in it. Tiny footprints. Carrie’s footprints.

“Where’s Carrie?” she whispered. 


Then she closed her eyes, telling herself she was trapped inside a dream, a terrible dream––a nightmare in fact. More than anything else, that’s what she wanted to believe. Otherwise she’d need to face the fact that she was standing in a horrific bloodbath and her five-year-old daughter was suddenly gone.
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The scene was tranquil. Everything was calm. The customers were eating and socializing, the staff was working and everyone was happy. There was no blood on the walls, no bodies slumped over in the booths, no body parts lying amputated on the floor. There was nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing disturbing. Nothing to suggest there was a problem big enough to have people shaking their heads in disbelief. It was a diner, just a simple diner with no strings attached. It had stools with red seat covers, which were bolted to the floor in front of the counter. It had booths with divisional walls that were a little more than waist high, giving privacy but not too much privacy. It had cheap paintings on the walls between the dark windows. Florescent lights buzzed in the ceiling and ceiling fans spun below. It was the type of place that gets labeled a greasy spoon and often times deserves the label. It smelled like coffee, toast and bacon. The smell alone was enough to get your stomach rumbling and your waistline expanding. 


Stephenie felt a tug on her finger. She heard a voice. It was a child’s voice, her daughter’s voice. 


The voice said, “Mom?”

Sitting inside a booth in the center of the diner was a woman named Angela Mezzo. She was a beautiful Italian lady with dark hair and an exotic appearance. Her lips were full and her cheekbones were high. She was roughly the same age as Stephenie, twenty-nine, maybe thirty. But unlike Stephenie her youthful exterior was no longer present. Not in a bad way, in a good way. She had womanly features that weren’t restricted to the curves of her body, but on her face too. In contrast, Stephenie’s appearance suggested that she might carry her inner-girl around with her until the day she died. 


Angela lifted a coffee mug from the table with delicate, manicured hands. She swallowed a sip of coffee without making a sound. 


The mug had a yellow happy face painted on the side. It was the same yellow happy face that had been produced and reproduced a hundred million times and can be found on cups and glasses in dollar stores around the world. 


Stephenie felt another tug on her finger. She heard the voice again: “Mom?”

Angela sat the mug on the table in front of her. She started to grin, but the grin sat on her face wrong somehow, like it didn’t belong there, like it belonged somewhere else. 


Stephenie’s eyes narrowed. She had seen that smile before but didn’t know where.

Angela’s grin thickened, growing hard across her features like old gravy left forgotten on the stove. 


Now Stephenie knew. 


The smile was lifted from her late husband Hal. It was the same smile he made in her dreams, in her nightmares. Not when he was falling, but the moment before he hit the sign that said DANGER and his body was severed at the waist. But why was Hal’s smile on Angela’s face? It had to be a coincidence. 


Angela began changing. Her eyes turned blacker than oil and her mouth crept open like a squeaky door in a haunted house. Her head tilted, hair swooped in front of her face and her skin became pale. For a moment Stephenie thought she might crumble into dust. 


Then came a third tug on her finger. 


The tug seemed more urgent this time, but still, it was gentle. A child’s hand was wrapped around her finger and Stephenie knew it was Carrie’s hand, which was good news indeed because if Carrie was pulling her finger Stephenie knew exactly where the girl was hiding and there would be nothing more to worry about, nothing at all. Nothing except the cold hard fact that a room full of strangers was chopped into a million pieces and somebody was responsible. Strangers don’t kill themselves when they step out for a bite to eat––no way, no chance, no how. 


But the room wasn’t filled with dead people. The room was just the way you’d expect it to be: the staff were bustling about and the customers were enjoying their meals. 



Except for Angela Mezzo. 


Angela was sitting at the table with her happy face mug in front. Her eyes were black and her mouth hung open like someone had snagged it with a hook on a string and given the string a good yank. 


Now she was about to say something. 


Stephenie didn’t want to hear it, not a single word. Once Angela started talking everything would be so bad she’d want to scream. 


She felt another tug on her finger. Then the hand slipped away and that was the end of it. The finger tugging was over. If Carrie had been there she was gone now. She was gone to wherever she may be. 


Stephenie was alone. Alone in the room with the cheerful people that didn’t notice Angela’s eyes had turned black and the color was draining from her skin. She was alone in the room with a ghoul that was opening her mouth so horrifically wide that a rat could crawl from her throat with room to spare. 


Now Angela did speak. She did. And when she spoke it wasn’t a woman’s voice Stephenie heard. It was a child’s voice. It was Carrie’s voice. Carriethers voice was creeping free of that cavernous void that needed to be shut. 


The voice said, “Mom?”

And Stephenie opened her eyes. 
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Angela Mezzo was indeed dead. Her lifeless body was lying awkwardly across the table. Her fingers were wrapped around the coffee mug like she was about to take a drink. The yellow happy face on the mug smiled in spite of the carnage around it. 


Stephenie lifted her stare from Angela, but everywhere she looked there was a new horror waiting to be seen. The restaurant was a killing box, simple as that. It was a killing box that had been exhaustively used. 


She said, “Carrie?” Her voice sounded weak and shrouded in terror. “Where are you?” 


She stepped forward. Her foot brushed against Susan’s corpse. A spike of fear and panic gripped her with such strength she thought she’d faint. She turned quickly and reached for the door. Her foot slipped in the blood, not enough to knock her off balance; just enough to let her know what she was standing in. The walls seemed nearer; the ceiling seemed lower. 


She pushed on the glass. The door opened, the bells sang and out she went. 


She was outside. 


Yes. Outside. Outside was good. The clean air and the open sky eased the claustrophobic feeling that had clutched her so tightly a moment before. She put both hands on her knees and breathed hard, like she had gone running. Her throat felt dry now, the sweat on her neck gave her a little chill. 


This was bad, so very bad. 


She stood up army straight and looked over her right shoulder. The swing was empty. Christina was gone. She looked over her left shoulder. Nothing. 


The reality of the moment came rushing in, hitting her with enough power to knock her right out of her shoes. 


Where is Carrie? Where’s my daughter?

At first she didn’t know what to do, what to think. The car was empty. The parking lot was empty. So what did that leave? 


It left the restaurant; that’s what it left. It left that fucking slaughterhouse, the gore-zone, the abattoir. And she didn’t want to go in there. She didn’t even want to think about going in there. 


Stephenie stumbled away from the restaurant like she had one too many at the local pub, more anxious now than anything else. She said, “Carrie? Carrie where are you?”

There was no answer.

“Carrie?”

Nothing. 


Carrie was in the restaurant. She had to be. There was nowhere else to hide unless she, she––what? Wandered onto the highway? Sprouted wings and flew away? Disappeared into black-hole void like a spacecraft from a science fiction story? 


She was inside. Goddamn it, she had to be inside somewhere. 


Maybe she’s dead.

Stephenie spun around quickly, holding a hand at her chest. 


Don’t think this way, she thought. Don’t think she’s dead, not even for a minute. My daughter isn’t dead, just misplaced. Whoever’s responsible for this mess is long gone, which means there’s no danger here. None. So don’t start thinking Carrie is in trouble; it’ll only make matters worse.

She eyed the door.

The door looked the way you’d expect an old restaurant door to look: big and grimy with a large glass window. The bottom half had little splotches of dirt and mud clinging to the chipped paint. The glass was tinted dark and nearly impossible to see through. Behind the glass, a thin, dirty curtain hung from a cheap gold colored rod. The curtain needed to be cleaned. The rod needed to have its screws tightened, otherwise it would likely fall from the door before the season’s end.

Stephenie stepped towards the building and wrapped her fingers around the door handle. The handle felt like trucker sweat and french-fry grease. She tightened her grip; then taking a deep, stabilizing breath, she pulled the door open. Bells rang. The carnage became visible before she even stepped inside.

“Carrie?” She whispered.

The door closed behind her. The room was awful; it was also very quiet. But there was something, a sound of some kind. She wasn’t sure what the sound was but it was there, no louder than the buzz of an electric heater. It didn’t sound like a heater though. She didn’t know what it sounded like. Scratching? Was that it? Did it sound like something scratching the wall?

“Carrie? Are you here? Hello? Anybody? Is anybody… alive?”

No response. 


Stephenie’s eyes found Angela again, but she didn’t want to look at the woman because Angela did one thing very, very well: she made Stephenie nervous––beyond nervous, actually. She made Stephenie feel like she was ready to die of anxiety. So she looked away, looked towards a dead body that was slumped against the counter, because that was better. Sure it was.



The corpse had a name: Craig Smyth. He was twenty-one, dressed in a nice white shirt. His hands were on his chest. His legs were curled towards his body, suggesting that he recoiled from something terrible in his last moment of life. There was a large wound near Craig’s heart; it separated his ribs and caused a giant puddle on the floor around him. His white shirt was drenched in red.

Stephenie turned away. She said, “Carrie? Are you––”

A wet hand slapped the floor, shocking the silence of the room. Stephenie flinched. Her words got caught in her throat as her head snapped towards the corpse once again. She wasn’t sure what she expected to see but she felt like screaming. 


Craig’s arm had shifted; his hand had fallen from his chest. Now it was lying on the floor, surrounded in blood. 


“Don’t freak out,” she whispered, allowing a little moan to escape. But Stephenie knew she might freak out. Oh yes. Freaking out was right around the bend and becoming more appealing all the time. 


She heard the sound again: scratch, scratch.



It came from behind the counter. Yes, she was sure of it now.

She moved past Craig, trying not to look at him. And as she rounded the counter’s corner she noticed the countertop had a big hack mark in it, like someone had slammed an axe into it. There was blood around this spot, but that wasn’t really surprising; there was blood everywhere. She moved ahead. Another corpse came into view. It sat on the floor near the stove, leaning against a cupboard door that was missing a hinge. It was another waitress: Jennifer Boyle. The young woman’s open eyes stared at nothing. Her legs were spread wide, creating a V, exposing her skimpy pink underwear, exposing her flesh. Her left arm had been severed near the elbow. Now it sat in a dark red puddle at her side that was easily a quarter of an inch thick. The open hand faced the ceiling like an overturned spider. Blood dribbled from her stump.

Stephenie looked at Jennifer; she looked at the severed arm. She was about to turn away when she heard that sound again: scratch, scratch. It sounded like, like… like what, a rat dragging its claws against a door? Maybe. She didn’t know. But there was a door beside the corpse, and that’s where the sound was coming from. 


What was in there, a staff bathroom? Closet? Storage room? 


“Carrie?”

She walked along the path behind the counter, past a pair of coffee makers, towards Jennifer and the door. She could smell greasy food. She could smell coffee as well. There was heat coming from a stove so Stephenie took a moment to turn the elements off. It seemed like the right thing to do. She placed a foot between Jennifer’s open legs and put a hand on the doorknob. In contrast to the hot stove, the knob felt cold. She turned it quickly and pulled, disregarding the fact that she hated rats. In her books, rats were disgusting. 


The door opened, hitting Jennifer in the leg. 


Stephenie pulled harder, causing Jennifer’s right leg to slide towards her left. The sound of dead skin dragging across the floor was enough to make her stomach churn.
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Ask someone to describe pain… 



And they might say, the feeling they get when they stub their toe on a table, or accidentally hit their thumb with a hammer when they’re banging a nail into the wall. Pain can be more than merely physical, of course: it can hurt when a marriage breaks up or a loved one dies. That’s even harder to put into words. 



But these are all just shadows, echoes of something much greater. 



Pain, true pain is impossible to describe, no matter how hard anyone tries. It can rip apart a person’s soul, leaving them a shell of what they once were. And if it is hard to endure, it is certainly much harder to watch. 



For some.


This story is about pain, in all its forms. We enter this world screaming and crying as we fight to take our first breath––being struck on the back to rouse us into consciousness. Most of us leave this world the same way: with a jolt. If we’re lucky it will be quick, if we’re not… 



This story is about pain. 



True pain.

 


 



One

 



The piercing screams wake me.


Not straight away, but slowly. They sound as if they’re coming from a million miles away. The closer to consciousness I draw, though, the louder they are, like someone turned up the volume on a stereo: surround sound, sub woofers, the works. Then that I realize they’re not part of some strange dream, but coming from the real world. 



From somewhere nearby. 



I open my eyes, or at least I try to. I never would have thought it could be so difficult; the amount of times I’ve taken this simple action for granted. But now… Actually, I can’t tell whether they’re open or shut because it’s still so dark and I can’t really feel my eyelids. My guts are doing somersaults; I feel like I need to be sick. 



And all the time the screaming continues. 



My face––my whole body––is pressed up against a hard, solid surface. I’m lying on a smooth but cold floor, curled up like a cat in front of a fireplace, though nowhere near as contented. I try to lift my head. I thought it was difficult to open my eyes, but this is something else entirely. Jesus, it hurts––a shockwave traveling right down the length of my neck and spine. Instinctively I try to clutch at my back, but I can’t move my hand either. Must have been one hell of a bender last night. And the screaming? Had to be a TV somewhere, someone watching a really loud horror film with no thought for anyone else. Wait, had I turned it on after managing to get back home in God alone knows what state?


This is the weirdest hangover ever. I have some of the symptoms––head feels like it’s caving in, aching all over, stomach churning… But my tongue doesn’t feel like someone’s been rubbing it with sandpaper; I’m not thirsty from dehydration. Maybe someone slipped something into my glass? 



Maybe you took something voluntarily. Wouldn’t be the first time.


There’s movement to my left and my head whips sideways. I immediately regret it as stars dance across my field of vision. I still can’t see anything, even after the universe of stars fade. Now I realize some sick son of a bitch has put a blindfold over my eyes. 



More movement, this time to the right. I try to lift my hands to pull down the material, but again they won’t budge, neither of them. My fingertips brush against metal and now I know why. It’s not because of any fucking hangover: I’m handcuffed. My fingers explore further and find a chain attached to the cuffs. The manacles? 



When I hear the screams again, the terror racked up a notch, it dawns on me that I’m in a whole world of trouble. Maybe my groggy condition made me slow on the uptake, I don’t know, or perhaps I just couldn’t acknowledge the shouts of agony as real. But they are; there’s no doubting that now. And I’m definitely suffering from the after-effects of drugs, just not in the way I thought. Drugs designed to knock me out rather than get me high. 



More movement, this time a swishing sound in front of and behind me at the same time. How is that possible? My heart’s pumping fast, breathing coming in heavy gasps. I try to say something but all that comes out are a series of odd grunts. 


 “Sshh,” whispers a voice; can’t tell whether it’s a man or a woman, but they’re close. “Keep quiet, and stay still!” 



The advice seems sound, but I’ve never been one for taking any kind of orders. I pull at the chains holding my hands in front of me. Now I realize my feet are shackled too. 


 “Do as he says,” comes another hushed voice, this one definitely a woman, “or you’re going to get yourself killed.”

 “And us with him,” spits the first person.


Killed? What the fuck? So many questions: where am I? Who are these people talking to me? Why can I feel heat on my face? Smell something burning? No… cooking. Like roasting meat on a barbeque. 



Struggling again, I scrape my face against the floor, trying to pull down the blindfold. The screams reach fever pitch, mixed with pleas for help. The cloying smell is in my nose, down my throat; I gag. 



I nose at the ground like a horse eating hay, and the blindfold slips a fraction. I can see a little through my right eye; there isn’t a lot of light, but I see metal bars in front of me, all around me. A glimpse of the cages on either side: a man, no more than forty, cowering in the corner of his. A woman––the one who’d told me I’d get myself killed––is transfixed by something right in front of her, tears tracking down her cheeks. 



I follow her gaze and wish I hadn’t.


I see the shape, the thing in yet another of these round cages. It’s smoking, charred almost black, but here and there are patches of pink. A tuft or two of singed hair at the top of what must have been its head. Its eyeballs have melted, the liquid running down its cheeks, viscous and thick; flesh pulled taut over teeth that gleam so brightly they could have been used in a toothpaste commercial. This hunk of burnt flesh I’m looking at is––was––a person. That makes the stench even more pungent; just that bit more sickening. 



I notice the screaming has stopped. It must have been coming from inside that cage as the flames did their worst before petering out. 



It feels like I’m watching the body for hours, but it can’t be more than a minute. 



Then, without any warning, the burnt figure lurches forward. No screams this time––its vocal chords are jelly––but its body rattles against the bars of the cage, which swings, suspended above the ground (as we all are). 



Flesh, and what’s left of the person’s clothes, have stuck to the bottom of the cage, coming away from its body like molten plastic and revealing more raw pinkness. It makes only one last-ditch attempt for freedom before collapsing, never to move again. 



This time I really do throw up, seeing stars again as the blindfold slips back over my eye. Too late, I’ve seen it now… I can’t ever forget.


When I pass out I barely notice the transition––darkness replaced by darkness, black with black. 



But I still see that body, hanging. A scorched mess that had once been human. 



The ghosts of its screams following me back now into the void.

 



Interlude:


Twenty Years Ago

 



This happened to me when I was ten; still holding on to childhood for grim death, in no particular hurry to be an adult. 



I grew up on a council estate away from the city––farms and fields within walking distance. The houses were all uniform grey, there was a small park that the older kids wrecked periodically, and the council failed to keep any of the streets tidy. Old women gossiped over fences while young girls left school and became baby-making machines so they could live off benefits for the next twenty or thirty years. 



Mum and Dad were still together back then. She worked part-time in a bookies and he worked on the busses. At family gatherings I’d sometimes hear my Uncle Jim telling people Mum could have done so much better than Dad. “With her looks, she could have had her pick.” 



He was right about my Mum, though. She was beautiful in a kind of film star way, all blonde hair and curls like Marilyn Monroe or Jean Harlow, and even at that age she’d lost none of the glamour. Sure, Dad was boring, but I like to think she ended up with him because he was a kind man with a kind face. In the end she did ‘do better’ as my Uncle would have called it, running off with owner of the bookies. She ended up with money, but was as miserable as sin. And, we suspected, the guy beat her. While my Dad wallowed in a tiny flat, getting drunk until his liver just gave up the ghost. But that’s another story, and long after this one. 



I first saw The Monster one Bank Holiday. Dad was working overtime, but Mum had the day off. I was an only child, so had to amuse myself a lot of the time. That day I was getting under my mother’s feet while she was trying to watch some musical on TV. 


 “Christopher Edward Warwick, do you have to make such a row!” she finally bawled. I couldn’t really blame her: I’d turned the whole house into a spaceship and was busy piloting it into the deeper reaches of the Galaxy, battling one-eyed aliens with veiny skins. 



She sent me out to play with the other kids, but that wasn’t really my thing. I ended up wandering off to explore what the locals called ‘The Cut’––I never understood why, because it didn’t look like anyone had cut the grass down there in centuries. Maybe it was because a pitiful excuse for a canal ran the length of it like a wound. Here I could pretend that I was in the jungle where giant snakes and lions lived, and down by the water there were man-eating crocodiles (in actual fact you were more likely to find used condoms and fag ends).


I didn’t go down there very often, not many kids did, but on that day I wandered further than I meant to––up a winding path to a small iron bridge crossing the canal. There I played Pooh sticks, something I hadn’t done since I was six or seven, dropping twigs in the water on one side of the bridge to see which would come out first on the other side. Not much of a game, but the snakes and lions appeared to be hiding that day. 



There were only a handful twigs lying around, so when these were gone I went into the undergrowth to find more. I hadn’t gone that far in when I found the den. It was covered up with foliage; quite well hidden beneath the trees, a hollowed out bit of green with earth for the floor and the remains of a fire. It was empty. I figured it must have been the older kids that had made it, looking for a private place to hang out. 



At that age caution always fell a close second to curiosity, so I dropped the twigs and went inside. There was a strange smell, a toilet smell. I was about to leave when I spotted something towards the back, pages scattered. 



And a glimpse of something that, until today, had been forbidden. 



I crept further in, certain that the older kids had been here because they’d left behind an Aladdin’s Cave of porn. The magazines were screwed up, the pages creased––yet the pictures of half naked women posing for the camera were a revelation. At that age girls in my class were just pests, there to torment, but this was different. These weren’t girls, they were women, and they were showing me parts of their bodies willingly, opening up as easily as I was opening the pages. 



I began to feel stirrings, a pleasant sensation as I ogled the photos. Then something fell out of one of the magazines. A piece of paper with handwritten scribblings all over it. I bent and picked it up, but could barely make out the spider scrawl. All except one phrase, written time and time again: ‘They watch, and they wait.’


I frowned, then checked more of the magazines. I hadn’t gotten very far when I heard the snapping of twigs I’d left in the entranceway. I spun and saw my monster. It was big, hairy, and its skin was almost black. It wore an old trenchcoat that strained tight at the shoulders. When it opened its mouth to speak I saw rotting teeth inside. Drool spilled onto its beard as it gargled, “Did they send you?”


I shook with terror. My erection shrank away and I dropped the magazine, a couple more of the handwritten sheets slipping out onto the floor. His wide, staring eyes followed them down. He covered the distance between us easily, grabbing hold of my arm––so hard I thought it might break. He towered above me. “They did, didn’t they, boy.” It wasn’t a question. His fetid breath almost caused me to pass out. 



I shook my head, unable to get any words out. 


 “Yes. They’ve sent a little spy.”

 “P-P-Please don’t hurt me,” I spluttered. 



He yanked my arm. “I’m not going back!” he shouted. “You hear me… Never.”


I nodded. He seemed pleased that he’d got through to me. Then he drew me in so close I could see the insects living in his beard. “You go back, you tell them that, boy,” he growled. 



He let me go. I gaped, but suddenly my natural survival instinct kicked in and I ran out of there. I plunged through the undergrowth, catching my head on the branch of a low-hanging tree. I fell, hard. Shaking my head, then casting a glance over my shoulder, I got up and began running again. 



I felt the wetness at my temple, but didn’t stop. I ran up that path, never looking back in case the ‘monster’ had decided to give chase. 



I’m not going back… Never… 



When I got home my mother said, “For God’s sake, Chris, whatever have you been doing?” She took me into the kitchen, washed the cut on my head, then put some antiseptic on it. When she asked me again what I’d done, whether it had happened playing, all I could do was stare, opening and closing my mouth. 


 “Christopher Edward Warwick,” she said a final time, “you tell me what happened, right now.”

 “M-Monster… c-canal…” was all I could say. 


 “You and that blasted imagination of yours,” she said. “Go to your room!”


When the truth emerged a day or so later, she felt pretty bad. I heard that some of the older boys had stumbled upon my monster and gave him a good kicking before telling their parents, who then called the police. He’d gone by the time they got there, but it was all around the estate about what had happened: that some pervo nutter had been living rough down by the bridge. 



Mum hugged me when she when found out. She never said anything, but she knew. Knew the monster had been real. 



I know better now––he wasn’t really a monster at all. Just someone who knew the truth, and it had sent him insane.

 ‘They watch and wait’ he had written. 



They watch and wait.

 


 



Two

 



When I wake again, the blindfold is gone. 



I open my eyes and look around. The bars are still there in front of me, I’m still shackled by the hands and feet, but the bonds are looser, my hands apart. I can move a little, maneuver myself up into a sitting position. I don’t ache as much now, either. I wonder how much time has passed since––


Then I remember. The person burnt alive. It’s gone now, the cage empty, the body taken away while I was unconscious. 


 “Welcome back,” says the man who’d told me to be quiet, hanging in his own cage like a canary. He’s wearing what look like sweatpants and a top, the kind of thing you’d find people dressed in at a country health spa.

 “We thought you were out for the count,” adds the woman who’d also spoken to me before. She’s perhaps in her late twenties, with a slender frame––or what I can see of it beneath the smock she’s wearing. Her dirty-blonde hair is matted with sweat; looks like it hasn’t been washed in a couple of weeks. “How do you feel?”

 “How… how do I feel?” I snap, a mixture of confusion and anger.


The man throws me a vicious look. “Christ, can’t you keep it down? I told you before.”

 “I’ll keep it down when somebody tells me what the fuck’s going on,” I yell at him, returning his glare with one of my own. I pull at the chains, testing their length.

 “If you do that, they’ll just make them tighter,” the woman warns. 


 “Who will? And who did that…” Words fail me so I simply point across at the empty space where the charred body had once been.

 “You ask far too many questions.” This comes from another speaker, his voice richer, deeper. I turn and see yet another of the cages behind. In it an olive-skinned man sits crossed-legged, dressed like the first guy: in loose clothing. A prisoner’s outfit. 


 “What’s that supposed to mean? Who the fuck are you?”

 “That’s two more,” he says. 



I make to get up, about to grip the bars of the cage. 


 “I wouldn’t, if I were you,” the olive-skinned man tells me. 


 “Well you’re not m––” Too late I see the wire curled around the bars, and no sooner have I touched the metal than I feel the electric shock. It ripples through my body, not strong enough to put me out again, but enough to blister my hands. “Shit!” 



Is that what happened to the person in the cage in front? I wonder. Did someone just leave the current on––running along the bottom as well––long enough to set fire to the poor sod inside?

 “I did warn you,” says the man, his dark brown, almost black, eyes fixed on me.


As I rub at my palms I take in the room: rectangular, the walls smooth. There’s a red tinge to the lights, giving the space the look of a photographic dark room. Nothing to give away a location. Just a single door.

 “Where am I?”

 “Another question,” comes the reply from my neighbor. 


 “What do you expect, Kavi?” says the woman. “He’s bound to be a little disorientated at first. We all were.”

 “And do we know any more now than we did then?” asks the man she named. Nobody rushes to answer. 



Instead the woman introduces herself to me. “I’m Jane,” she says, touching her chest, then thumbs over at the other man. “That’s Phil.”

 “Philip Hall,” he announces proudly, like it means something. 



I shrug. “Chris. Chris Warwick.”

 “Welcome to the party,” says Phil snidely. 


 “So nobody knows anything about this? About why I saw someone just get fried right in front of me.”

 “You saw that?” Jane sounds shocked. 



I nod. “Managed to drag my blindfold down a bit. I saw enough.”


Phil gives a half laugh. “Resourceful little devil, isn’t he? That’ll get you a one way ticket to hell around here, kid.”

 “This is Hell,” says Jane with complete conviction. 


 “How long have you been here?” I ask, though it’s Phil who butts in. 


 “Longer than you,” he says. 


 “Then you must have seen who’s holding us.” I round on him. “Who did that?” 



Nobody says a thing. 


 “Oh, come on! This is ridiculous.” I stand, almost putting my hands on the bars again. “You can’t just kidnap a bunch of people and then––”

 “Why not? Happens all the time abroad,” Phil comments. “Places where his lot come from.” He nods over at Kavi.


The dark skinned man smiles. “With one breath you betray your ignorance,” is his only remark.

 “We’re all ignorant in this place,” Phil replies. 


 “But how did you wind up here?” It’s another question, and I expect Kavi to say something about that, but he doesn’t. This time he asks me one of his own. 


 “How did you?”


It suddenly strikes me I don’t know. I had thought I’d been out on the town or something, and just got completely smashed. But I couldn’t remember a thing about the previous night, the previous day (what time of day is it anyway?), let alone how I ended up in this cage. “I… I think I was drugged.”

 “Well, of course you were drugged!” barks Phil. “It’s how they get you here, and put you inside these things.” He points at the cage. 


 “But why? Are they after money?”

 “Looking for a ransom, that what you’re thinking?” Phil grunts. “And why exactly would anyone pay money to get you back, Chrissie-boy? Loaded, are you?”


I hang my head. “No.”

 “Me either. How about you, Jane? Fitness instructor’s pay suddenly gone up by a few million in the last month or so?” 


 “Piss off,” says Jane.


Phil grins wearily. “Wish I could, sweetheart. Really wish I could.”

 “So what do you do?” I enquire out of mild curiosity. 


 “That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”

 “He works in an estate agents,” Jane informs me. 


 “Thanks a bunch,” Phil grumbles. 


 “What about you?” I ask Kavi.

 “Aw, who gives a shit,” Phil breaks in before he can answer. “That was in the outside world. In here you’re just another plaything.”


I look again at the empty cage. “Why did they do that? Burn that person up, I mean.”

 “Nick,” Jane says quietly, her eyes glistening. “His name was Nicholas.”

 “They don’t need to give a fucking reason,” Phil explains. “They’ll just come in, douse you with petrol and strike a light.”

 “Phil, please,” begs Jane.

 “Especially if you make a fuss, draw attention to yourself,” he carries on, ignoring her. “Just like Nick did.”


It was Jane’s turn to glare now, at Phil. “He didn’t do anything wrong. He was just––”

 “He asked one too many questions,” Kavi points out, looking at me.


Phil nods in agreement. “Every time they came in, he was at it. What the fuck did he expect?”

 “Come in? Hold on,” I say, switching the subject, “so you have seen the people holding us then?”


Phil considers how to answer that one. “They don’t exactly let us get a good look at their faces.”

 “I don’t understand.”

 “You will,” Kavi promises. 


 “Nick didn’t do anything wrong,” Jane continues, as if the conversation hasn’t moved on at all. “It wasn’t because of that––they just enjoy it.” Without thinking, her hand goes to her neck and now I see the scar. It’s a fresh one, still quite raw. “They enjoy hurting us.”

 “But why? What could they possibly gain from this? What do they want?”

 “That,” says Kavi, “is precisely what Nick wanted to know.”
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