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  Chapter 1


  


  


  


  James idles at the third light of his morning commute. He looks left and sees three Asians waiting at the bus stop in front of iHop. It’s always Asians, always different, always three.


  Today, each Asian is elderly and host to three pieces of accessory. One has a red, paper Macy’s shopping bag, a cardboard box tied up with twine, and a typewriter case trailing a swatch of cream silk. The second has two bags, identical but from a shop unknown to James, and a small Hello Kitty pocketbook held tight under the arm. The third has a bright blue backpack slung over one emaciated shoulder, a cardboard shipping tube, and a purple ball cap pulled low but to the side.


  James adds the number of Asians at the bus stop, then adds the number of accessories, then divides the Asians into their accessories and comes up with three. He wants to see if the bus has a three on the license plate, but traffic moves before the bus comes.


  The bus, on the days he gets to see it, is always the same or at least appears to be. It has no markings to indicate where it’s from or where it’s going. It’s a bland, not really yellow, tour bus-type bus. The windows are clouded, but he can still see Asians evenly dispersed among the seats. He posits more accessories from the rows of black-haired heads. There is an itchy hole in his mind where he would like to put the number of Asians on the bus divided into the number of their accessories.


  Out of the corner of his eye, he sees three heads turn to track his progress. He blinks and sees his own car as if from their perspective: a gray Impala, pulling away, piloted by himself, brownish hair and forgettable features. Then he blinks again, and the world is normal.


  At the sixth light, he turns off the highway onto a smaller, two-lane rural road. He doesn’t get far before he is up against the taillights of the car in front of him. He pulls a little left to gaze down the row of stopped vehicles–he counts eighteen before the line is too haphazard to manage with his eyes. He divides six–for the sixth light of his commute–into the eighteen cars and comes up with three.


  He sighs and leans his head back against the headrest. The radio is talking about three dirty cops in Philly, involved in the sale of drugs. He reaches up to adjust his rearview mirror and catches a quick glimpse of himself. The same. He looks the same as ever.


  He looks to his right, and there is one groundhog, dead, on the shoulder of the road. It is on its side, back legs spread wide by its bloated mid-body. There is a small rill of blood from its mouth, but other than that, it looks okay, James thinks; it looks good.


  Its head is upside down, and if it could see, it would see James, an upside-down commuter, straining to peer at it over the doorjamb.


  Its arm is up, and one sharp-toed paw is pointing back the way James came. Groundhog is a tiny seer warning him to go back, go back.


  Because James is going to get fired from his job today.


  At work, he pulls into parking space 12B. Because of the number of years he’s been here, he should have parked closer to the building, in the A lot. In spot 37. He would have tried to trade with 12A, but 12A was senior to him, so James had to trade with a blonde in marketing who is supposed to park in the B lot. He’d told her it was his lucky number. He actually just likes the thought of the four wheels dividing over and over into the white-stenciled twelve throughout the day, pulsing, bathing the car and parking space in three, three, three…it gives him a comforting thought to pin his mind to.


  Two very fat, middle-aged women in Walmart clothes are smoking together near the front doors. Their pockmarky fat places are visible through the thin cloth of their tight leggings. Lunar landscapes of butt and thigh. James stands near them but turns his back. This building has over three hundred employees, and James doesn’t know these women. He is standing here because they are a means to an end.


  He pretends to be absorbed in texting something important to someone who matters. He puts a look of concentration onto his face, even shakes his head once in feigned disgust at the text that isn’t appearing on his phone. His hair flops over his forehead. He’ll have to ask Lacey to cut it. He’ll have to do it soon. So he’ll be ready when the time comes.


  Now, they are speaking in whispers; their voices becoming threatening. His shoulders tighten and aggravation is accreting up his spine with each sibilant ess that slithers from their fat, pursed lips. He knows they are looking at him; in fact, he can feel it. Their eyes bulge from the sockets in an attempt to see him better. He thinks maybe some of the ess noise is from small areas of pressure from within their heads–their bulging eyes whistling like tiny, globular teakettles.


  He turns sharply to confront them but sees only their elephantine, undulating butts as they are just about to disappear through the doors. He stands for a split second, shocked, then hurries to catch up. Three long strides and he is behind them, drafting in their big-assed, acrid smoke wake.


  They travel through the vestibule together, and he slides through every door they open without having to touch the doors himself. But he peels off at the stairs, leaving them to crowd, herd-like, into the elevators. You couldn’t get him in there on a bet. Or a dare. In fact, there is no arbitrary social contract that would make him put himself in harm’s way.


  I am too valuable, he thinks.


  He trots up the stairs, staying in the middle, ignoring the railing and coming down hard on every third step…one two three, one two three. These stairs are constructed in a double-switchback with two landings for each floor–the landing without the door and the landing with. There are eleven risers per switchback. He counts the landings as a step. He travels up four flights. That’s eight switchbacks, times twelve stairs, divided by four floors. He divides the switchbacks back into the total and there you have it. Surely, there’s never been anything further from coincidence, he thinks.


  His cubicle is halfway down the second row. Each cubicle has three sides. They are constructed with a featureless gray fabric that holds dust but is a lot less dependable with pushpins. There is a hand-written note from his boss: James See Me Dick. James sits heavily in his chair and sighs. This is one of the reasons I don’t mind getting fired, he thinks. The note is fourteen letters divided by four syllables. That means nothing. Less than nothing.


  Why not: Jim See Me Dick? James would never refer to himself as ‘Jim’ but a boss might. Would. James pulls the note over. He whites out the a, e, and s, inserts an i and then stares at the new note. It is not perfect; there is too much space between the ‘m’ in Jim and the ‘S’ in See.


  Jim See Me Dick.


  But, it’s not bad. Certainly, it is better. His stomach unknots. He smiles at the note. He crumbles it into a ball and tosses it in the trash. He snugs the white-out back into the drawer. It is the only thing left in there since James had packed his desk up last night. In anticipation. He considers the white-out in the drawer and picks it back out. He puts it in his pocket and smiles. It’s not like he’s stealing–this company doesn’t provide its employees with white-out. He’d had to bring his own from home. He pats his pocket. Waste not, want not.


  He goes to see Dick.


  Dick isn’t anything anyone would aspire to. Swollen, balding, middle-aged, red-faced, purple-nosed, and you can see his undershirt outlined under his cheap button down. He wears short sleeves, even in the winter. Sometimes his undershirt sleeves peek out from beneath his shirtsleeves. Sometimes they bunch up, and his upper arms look as though he’d bloated and deflated, leaving a weird layer of elephantine-wrinkled skin. He has sausage fingers and grease-spotted glasses. He has a fantastic amount of hair curling from his nostrils. Like tusks.


  But he does have a cubicle ‘office’. It has a door. He is toward the inner section of the building, so no window, and his walls don’t go to the ceiling…but still…there is that door.


  Maybe Dick does have a place in the scheme, James thinks, maybe he doesn’t. I have to assume not everyone does. It’s hard to figure out where the messages are coming from. But James senses himself getting closer to the answer, day by day.


  James knocks on the clear plexiglass ‘window’ in the middle of the door, and he sees the vibration of his knock travel through the plastic walls of the cubicle, shaking the papers precariously push-pinned to the wall. Dick waves in an expansive, two-armed ‘come in, come in’ gesture as though he is waving James in for a landing on the deck of an aircraft carrier. Although Dick and his desk are, in reality, only three feet from the door.


  He tells James that his numbers have not been coming out right. He tells him that they aren’t normal accounting errors. He says that the company isn’t even sure if it’s illegal, accidental, malevolent, or what.


  He asks, “James, are you listening?”


  James leans forward in the chair, concentrating, trying to catch the words beneath the words. He runs his tie through his thumb and first two fingers. Three fingers total. Over and over. There are nine color variations in this tie; he’d checked when he bought it. That’s why it takes three fingers, hitting each color, to make nine divided by three to equal three.


  Dick says, “Do you understand?”


  James squints and thinks, am I supposed to understand something other than being fired? Is there more to this?


  Is this the start of it? Or the end?


  Finally, Dick stands, so James stands. Dick’s sausage-fingered, pink and yellow hand reaches across the desk. James shakes it. A glove full of hot, soft vomit. We’ve made a compact, James thinks, but one of us is not privy to the terms.


  James walks out of the building, careful to bunt doors open with the side of his arm. If he has to grasp a handle, he drops a shoulder and lets his sleeve fall down over his hand–a protective barrier. But when that does happen, he knows to have the shirt laundered. He wouldn’t want to wear it after it had been sullied.


  It’s an odd time of day to be out. Mid-morning. Usually, this time is reserved for weekends and vacations. The world is off center. James is dazed and disoriented. He stands at the front of the building, and the sun is just starting to get warm. May, he thinks. That’s three letters. Good. A good time for a fresh start. He takes his tie off and looks at it. He thinks he should do something symbolic. Something that will send a message.


  He turns to the large, concrete ring that used to serve as a planter. Now it grows cigarette butts. He loops the tie into three circles and then lays it on the butt-littered surface of the planter. Three inter-connecting loops.


  He goes to his Impala and stands at the trunk. He divides the four tires into the stenciled twelve over and over, clearing his mind. Trying to make way for the message he knows he has heard but which he has yet to decipher.


  Where did the messages come from? That was probably the question that troubled his mind the most. Who was sending them? Were they receiving James’ messages back? He’d have to assume they were…he’d been fired for it, after all. Put on the street.


  James had been doing his ‘special work’ for just over a year, could it be that, finally, it was coming to fruition?


  James drives back the way he had come that morning. He is confused, but confident everything is going according to plan. But whose plan? his mind questions before he has a chance to stop it. He clamps down, driving that question away. He won’t think about that right now. Won’t. Won’t.


  He turns the wheel sharply and pulls into a gas station, tires protesting.


  The gas station is inhabited by one white minivan piloted by one woman wearing a hooded, white sweatshirt. She wears oversized sunglasses and tracks James’ Impala as he drives in. As he pulls around, a glare from his windshield passes over her face, but she doesn’t react. She is blank, blind, insectile.


  James comes to idle at the pumps opposite hers. He looks her way as he turns off his engine. Now she is facing away from him. From this angle, he sees that there is no pump attached to her minivan. She sits, inactive. Waiting? Waiting for him?


  The attendant comes from the small shed at the back of the lot and leans over James’ window.


  “Fill it. Regular,” James says.


  The attendant’s eyes are dark, dark brown, and some of the pigment is leaking into the whites. His muddied gaze carries extra weight. It is heavy with spilled grit. James has an urge to rub his own eyes, but he resists.


  “Cash or credit?” the attendant asks. His words are clipped, his accent foreign. James slides his debit card into the attendant’s hand like a secret, like a bribe.


  “Debit,” he says. The attendant nods deeply, once, and James feels something important has transpired between them. James glances past the attendant to the minivan, and the attendant looks back over his own shoulder. Then he returns his gaze to James, eyebrows raised.


  James nods once. Deeply.


  The attendant’s features contract, but then he nods, too.


  “Yes, sir,” he says and slides the debit card deftly into the pump. He does not look at James again as the gas flows, but James watches the man stand, arms crossed at his chest, and stare past the white minivan, and the man nods, and nods again.


  Small, deliberate dips of his head. Seeming to indicate the van, the van, the van.


  James looks back to check on the minivan, and the woman is standing at his door, and he jumps, heart racing. Her hands are stuffed in the pockets of her hoodie. She is so close, he can see himself reflected in her sunglasses. Two of him. Tiny and shocked, mouths hanging open. Little, dark, imbecile versions of the real him. He snaps his mouth shut.


  “Can I help you?” he asks. The woman doesn’t move, doesn’t even flinch. Did he actually speak at all?


  “Hey,” he says. In his mind, he shouts it. What he hears is a faintly whispered…hey. He puts one hand on the door handle. His other hand is on his seatbelt release. Then the attendant hands the woman a card. She takes the card, glances down at it, stuffs it into the pocket of her jeans, and turns away. James relaxes, pent-up breath pouring out in a whoosh.


  But, was it part of the message?


  James pulls out onto the highway, going in the direction of home. Should he talk to Lacey about it? he wonders. He’s never sure what she knows. He alternates between thinking she’s brilliant, she’s an imbecile; she’s brilliant, she’s an imbecile. He loves her, but she can be kind of…shallow, kind of clueless.


  A motorized wheelchair is trundling down the shoulder of the highway. One man, impossibly old and misshapen, gives everyone the finger. He has no legs. A tattered American flag flies over his peeling head.


  James drives slowly past, staring at the man out his passenger side window. He takes in the defiantly out-thrust arm, the fingerless glove, the middle finger. The man is grizzled, dirty, and as James slides past, the man turns and looks right at him. The man’s eyes are a faded, bleached-out gray, red-rimmed and watering.


  James blinks and sees himself through his own passenger side window, hands tight on the steering wheel, mouth tense and grim. He blinks again and sees the man is no longer looking at him. His wheelchair bounces slightly from side to side, and a small parcel falls from the pack strapped to the back.


  Accessory, James thinks, and a balloon of excitement swells through his stomach and up into his chest. Something is coming. Get ready. Be ready.


  At the next intersection, there is an accident. One car has tried to mold its front to the back of another car. Unsuccessfully. There is one cop, flagging traffic. As he waves James through, he turns his head and spits blood onto the highway. James looks down and sees three bright spots. Two are shiny in the centers and just beginning to dry at the outer, outer edges. The third, the one the cop just spit, is all shiny. No dried edges. Three spots of blood. James is further alerted. Tension tightens his tendons. Something is coming–a message, the message. He can feel it.


  Three teenagers with backpacks stand at the corner, watching the cop, waiting to be waved across. They are nearly identical in their dress and demeanor. Their pants are dark and too tight, their T-shirts thin and colorless. Their eyes are half-lidded, suspicious and defiant. They watch the cop without looking directly at him. The cop glances at them and then away, dismissive. The cop’s stance is open-legged and robust. He crosses his arms over his chest. He is definitely in charge of this intersection.


  In his rearview mirror, James sees the cop run his tongue over his front teeth. The cop seems to be looking right at him. Marking him.


  The teenagers turn and go the other way.


  James pulls into the next shopping center parking lot, shaking, overloaded. The message has been delivered, he can feel it. There is some pattern here, meant for him…for something he must see. Something he must find.


  Woman, old man, cop, teenagers…


  The number of letters and number of words and number of syllables have no connection. Nothing there. James puts his head down, covers his ears with his hands, closes his eyes. Minivan, wheelchair, traffic…no. That’s not anything, either. Maybe I was wrong, he thinks. He sits back. Throws himself back against the back of the seat. Once. Twice. Three times. Then he leans forward again, breathing out, emptying his lungs.


  He breathes deeply. Eyes closed, he wraps his arms over his chest and leans into them. Hugging himself, rocking gently. Thinking. Thinking. Waiting for the words. The ones that will make sense.


  Okay. Okay, I’m starting to see it, he thinks and squeezes himself shut, tighter and tighter. He realizes it must be further in, not obvious. Of course it’s not obvious, he thinks, joy beginning to spread through his stomach, it can’t be; this is intended for me to figure out.


  Only me.


  He thinks back to each encounter. Three words begin to float in his mind, indistinct at first, but then becoming clear. Then they are beyond clear, they are sharp. Sharp enough to slice. The words are: insectile (the minivan woman with her mirrored glasses), peeling (the old man with his bald head), blood (the cop, of course, the cop was telling him that it was sealed in blood, a blood bond, something)…twenty-one letters divided by six syllables is three and three remaining…the three teenagers…that’s it; it’s the teenagers.


  That’s what the cop was showing him. The three blood spots. The three teenagers.


  It is the last clue.


  James’ head snaps up as the realization pours into him. It fills every itchy place in his mind until there are no itchy places left. He feels calm and sees clearly.


  Yes, that’s the message. James feels sure of it.


  He turns back out of the lot and follows the teenagers.


  


  


  


  Chapter 2


  


  


  


  He has lost his mind, Lacey thinks. She thumbs through the small scraps of paper she found when she went to empty the bedroom trash. Each piece has been torn from the small notebook that James keeps in the drawer next to his side of the bed. He says it’s for writing down ideas. Ideas that come to him while he sleeps.


  These scraps each have one word written on them apiece. One has LAYCEE. The next has LAYCIE. The next has LAYCEY.


  “He’s going to make me batshit with this crap,” Lacey says, shaking her head. “I swear to God, LuLu…”


  LuLu headbutts Lacey’s leg in sympathy, then sits and stares up at her, tail swishing patiently. LuLu is a gray and black striped tabby, but Lacey thinks there must have been a Siamese in the lineage somewhere because LuLu has crossed, blue eyes. James says it’s the reason he got her. He said her crossed eyes make her look like she is concentrating extremely hard, but still too dumb to do anything with the information.


  Sometimes James sings to LuLu. In a sing-song voice he serenades her: Lu Lu, two two, even number…aaaaaangel!


  For a long time, Lacey found it funny. Endearing. But lately, well. Not so much.


  She crumples the scraps with her rearranged–improved, James would say–name and shoves them into the bag. She’s emptied every trashcan in the house, and the bag is only about three-quarters full. But she is going to throw it out anyway. James is at work, she thinks, so he’ll never know. It gives her a sense of satisfaction, as though she is getting away with something.


  She bends to scratch LuLu’s chin. LuLu’s eyes slit closed, and she rumbles her pleasure. Lacey pauses in her scratching, smiling in anticipation, and laughs when LuLu’s crossed eyes pop open to peer nearsightedly at her. LuLu makes a protesting squeak at the lack of attention.


  Lacey scratches and then kisses the top of LuLu’s head. “I’d miss you, Looney-Lu, if I left.”


  Lately, the thought of leaving crosses her mind at least once a day. She’d moved into this apartment–James’ apartment–three years ago when she was twenty-three. She and James hadn’t known each other for very long, about two months, but she’d been coming up to the end of her own lease, and it was either commit to another year in her hell-hole…or give it a try with James. It had seemed too soon, too impetuous, and she’d had a few sleepless nights wondering if it was an enormous mistake, but they’d smoothed things out. Ironed out the rough spots.


  When she’d met him, he was thirty-one and had seemed incredibly put together. Up till that time, she’d only dated high school and then college age boys, and the way things were in this day and age, most of them, even the recent college grads, lived at home with their parents.


  James had a career, not a job. He had a home…although it was technically a rental, it was in a luxury complex…much nicer than the hole-in-the-wall where she’d been renting. At her old apartment, her tiny bedroom would be filled at least once a week with the revolving red and blue lights of cops called to calm domestic disputes. She’d even been woken one night to the quick pop, pop, pop of a handgun as three kids chased another through the parking lot. The police had roared through seconds after, sirens blaring. She’d stayed up the rest of that night, shivering and staring out the bedroom window, paranoid and feeling very alone.


  James’ complex is gated with a security pass code. He even has a garage attached directly to his unit, and when he asked her to move in, he insisted that she park her car in there. He said he was content to use one of the visitor spots in the lot at the end of the building. There are sidewalks and trees and a walking trail that winds picturesquely through the development.


  The apartment itself is spacious and light. Two bedrooms, one of which James uses as an office. Small but well-appointed kitchen with granite countertops and stainless appliances. The living room is full of nice furniture, though nothing she would have picked. James tends toward contemporary, choosing spareness and clean lines over comfort.


  Lacey goes out the front, leaving the door unlocked, and walks two buildings over to the communal trashcans. Leaving the front door unlocked makes her nervous in a low undercurrent sort of way, even though she is only about twenty feet from the front door. And in a gated community. Who can get in there?


  But James is adamantly against leaving the door unlocked. Under any circumstances. He imagines a myriad of things that can happen in the time it takes to run the trash out. Disastrous things.


  Lacey isn’t a habitual worrier, but James’ habits are starting to rub off on her. It’s one of the reasons she thinks more and more about leaving. She doesn’t want to end up a mass of worries and what ifs. Like him.


  But she also doesn’t want to go back to her old, crappy apartment. She’s pretty sure that particular area hasn’t improved in the last three years.


  Sometimes she misses her family so much, she feels sixteen again. They live in Virginia, about five hours from where she is in south Jersey. The five-hour drive isn’t an insurmountable hurdle, but it is more than the physical distance that keeps her from going home.


  When she’d left at nineteen, she’d left because of a boy. Michael. Her parents, who’d been married for twenty-two years, had tried very hard to talk her out of it. But at nineteen, she’d felt all grown up, capable of taking charge and making her own decisions.


  Lacey sighs, recalling how sure she’d been of that boy…how much in love. So much so that she’d left everything behind. Even college.


  She wonders now, too, if part of her parents’ arguing so strenuously against it hadn’t helped to strengthen her resolve to leave. Almost as though she had to prove to them that she wasn’t the flibbertigibbet they seemed to assume.


  Their arguing that she stay home in Virginia and stay in college and then their demanding it had certainly made it harder to contemplate moving back home after everything had fallen through with Michael. And it fell through so quickly, too. That made it even worse. They were together for less than six months! That’s how long it taken her to realize that Michael was…well…kind of a jerk.


  She’d decided that she couldn’t go dragging back home, tail between her legs, with her parents’ arguments still ringing in her ears.


  She’d feel too much like a failure. Even if no one ever said the words ‘I told you so’…they were implied. Very adamantly implied.


  Lacey dumps the not-quite-full bag into the can and lowers the lid. She turns and sees James pulling into his parking spot. It’s too early for him to be home, way too early. She trots back to the apartment, hoping she can get inside before he spots her. But as she rounds to take the three short steps up to their door, he calls to her.


  “Lace! Hey, Lacey!”


  He is waving her over. “Come give me a hand?”


  He pulls a box from his back seat and puts it on the trunk and then bends back into the car to pull out another. He hands that one to Lacey, and she looks down and sees files, a pen cup, pens and the mug she had given him for Christmas last year–it has ‘World’s Best Boss’ on it–a joke from their favorite TV series. She’d bought it for him because after one pretty bad spat, when he’d been a little too strenuous in his attempts to bend her to do things his way, she’d snapped at him, “You’re not the boss of me!” and she’d really meant it, but it was such a childish thing to say that they’d both burst out laughing.


  She looks up at him now with puzzled curiosity, a nervous half-smile on her lips.


  “Did you quit?” she asks.


  James opens his mouth to answer, but her feet catch his attention. He shakes his head, his mouth tightening in disgust.


  “Lace, geez…” he says, “you know you shouldn’t be out here in bare feet. That’s just…think of everything on the ground, the dirt and spit and…” he grimaces, “the dog pee.”


  She tries to hide one bare foot behind the other and colors in embarrassment. She hefts the box higher and turns, heading toward the apartment. James watches her go, his disgust mingled with amusement and then faint lust as she bounces away in her PINK gym shorts, blonde ponytail swinging. Then he finds himself wishing–not for the first time–that the term was PINKER…the letters divided by the syllables made three. This thought rolls through his mind, rippling out and out, squashing both the amusement and the lust in its wake.


  By the time he has locked his car and gotten to the apartment, he’s forgotten Lacey’s swinging ponytail and deliciously plump calves and is once more mired in the world beneath the world, the world of messages. The inner meaning that he must figure out and act upon.


  Before all is lost.


  


  


  


  Chapter 3


  


  


  


  “So, what happened? Did you quit?”


  “Yes,” he says, without looking at her, “I quit.” He drops the box onto the floor and then turns to deposit his keys and wallet on the tray that sits dead center on the shallow table which sits dead center on the wall in the front entryway.


  Lacey leans against the counter near the sink, watching him. The front of the apartment is a combination foyer, living room, and kitchen. The kitchen is separated from the living space by a tall bar with four stools pulled neatly up to it. LuLu’s cat dishes are kept under the microwave cart. James had modified the piece of furniture himself, taking out the bottom shelf and making a kind of hidden nook with just enough room for LuLu to get in there and eat. And no messy dishes lying around.


  Lacey had put the box she carried in on the kitchen counter, and now James turns and another small wave of disgust distorts his features. He fists his hands on his hips, pushing his suit coat back, his head turned slightly away as he considers leaving the box on the counter, fighting the need to make everything…just right. Wanting to coexist in an imperfect world.


  Lacey loves that stance. She calls it his Superman. Even irritated, as she is now, it moves her with its appealing mixture of little-boy bravado and unconscious grace.


  “Listen,” he says, “that box…that was on the floor at the office, and…well, the office floor is dirty, you know? All those shoes, and…” he is at the counter, not meeting her eyes, and he grabs the box, “…and I’ll just put it over here on the floor with the other one. That just makes sense, right?”


  He glances at her, his face pink, and she smiles. She knows his quirks get more intense when he is in stressful situations. When his outer burdens become heavier, it seems his inner demons become squashed and talkative, pushing back. Active and complaining in a way that drives James to act, act, act on every thought.


  Lacey has none of these compulsions herself, but after three years of cohabitation, certainly she has come to understand the signs and even sometimes anticipate conditions that will drive his compulsions to surface. It makes her wonder, are the thoughts brought on by the stress? Or are they always there but better controlled? She wonders, too, how much of her own behavior has changed as a result of the sometimes not so subtle rearranging of everything. The insistence on cleanliness, order.


  “I think that they were doing some pretty criminal bookkeeping,” he says, reaching under the sink. He pulls out the sanitizing wipes. “I don’t want to get caught in the crossfire when they get raided by the FTC.” He wipes the counter–not just where the box had been, but end-to-end, in long strokes. His mind has extrapolated dirt from street and subway and bus to shoes to office to box to counter, and he feels slightly…nauseous, slightly…tilted. As he wipes the counter (already stringently clean), the world tilts back into place and the vague sense of vertigo corrects itself.


  “Do you think you should contact someone about it? Report them?” Lacey asks. She has only the most vague understanding of his job. Former job. She knows he is part of accounting. She knows that his company (former company) was involved with all the largest banks. Something to do with buying loans? Or selling loans? Selling shares of something? Lacey isn’t even clear on what shares are.


  “They’ll get audited. No one gets away with that kind of stuff forever. Cooking the books is a bad move, no matter what. It’s always a short-term gain with disastrous long-term consequences. Numbers don’t lie, Lace.” There is a grim satisfaction in his tone, and she wonders if he is conscious of it.


  He loves numbers. He’s tried to explain why, the ‘no lying’ part being primary among his reasons. He’s told her how he loves the solidity of them, how the end product of an equation will always be the same as long as the given properties aren’t changed. How numbers are ‘truer’ than anything else. But she doesn’t really get it. So what if numbers don’t lie? They also don’t tell jokes, make love or hug you when you’re down.


  “Well, but what are you going to do?” she asks. She has a twinge of guilty conscience. She knows part of her dismay is born purely of self-interest. Certainly her job couldn’t sustain their lifestyle. Graphic artists, especially second-shift production ones, don’t make boatloads of money. While James was fast approaching six digits, she had just celebrated her raise from fifteen-fifty to sixteen dollars an hour.


  “I’m not worried about it,” James says and reaches to loosen the knot of his tie. It is then that she sees he isn’t wearing one. He looks startled for a brief second and then lowers his hand. “I can get something at Stanley-Dean or Markson-Ritter.”


  Lacey stifles a smile. Even the company names are uptight, stalwart, and opaque. Like vests, she thinks, heavy wool vests on even heavier men. Cigars and monocles and small glasses of coppery liquid. Murmurs of dollar signs and foreign currency in heavily paneled clubs with deep, leather armchairs and green-shaded lamps.


  “What happened to your tie?” she asks. It’s an anomaly for him, not having that tie on. Sometimes, it is James she pictures when she sees the heavy man in a vest, with monocle and brandy. Or Scotch. Whatever it is the important men drink. And she doesn’t really like that picture of him.


  “Oh, I…” He looks away but then back, smiling. “I buried it in a planter. Sort of symbolic, I guess, burying my noose.” Then he laughs, and the stuffy banker blows away on his outrush of breath.


  Lacey laughs, too, and hugs him. He puts his face in her neck, and his arms tighten around her. This is the James she loves. The funny one; the defiant one. She is drawn, too, to his inexplicableness. The very qualities that confuse her, compel her. Sometimes enough so that she wonders about her own state of mental health.


  Later, she is making dinner. By this time of year–spring–she is tired of the heavy winter comfort food that sustained them through the coldest months. She wants light things: fresh greens and heirloom tomatoes with a drizzle of olive oil and a sweet, tangy splash of balsamic vinegar; firm, cold cheeses and smoked ham sliced tissue-paper thin; cucumbers, radishes, and peppers. Anything fresh with a pulse of earth still flowing through it. She is tired of hard tubers and heavy cuts of meat in need of long cooking times to tenderize and flavor them. Soon, the farm stands and farmers’ markets will pop up everywhere. Lacey loves to cook and anticipates the just-picked vegetables that will soon populate her recipes.


  Tonight, she is making white chili. A good compromise meal, she thinks, for a cool spring evening. She uses fresh ground chicken from her favorite butcher and slices garlic bulbs coaxed from their parchment paper skins. She has made a salad of baby spinach leaves, even though James says he hates how spinach leaves a fuzzy layer on his teeth.


  Cooking comes naturally to Lacey, and she is comfortable in any kitchen. Even in the run-down little kitchen in her first apartment, she’d created aromatic meals that had had the neighbors giving her admiring looks in the hallways. She is a taster, and it is this habit that keeps the extra ten pounds on her frame. At five foot five, she is not short, but neither is she tall. In advertising jargon, she’d be called curvaceous. James calls her a handful. The weight does not look bad on her now, but it is something she will have to watch, she knows, as she gets older.


  James is behind the closed door of his office. The closed door is a recent development. He’s only been doing that for the last three months or so. At first, Lacey had considered whether James might be cheating on her. She didn’t think so…he wasn’t the type to cheat…but she had to admit that it was possible. Anything, after all, was possible. So she was learning.


  When they had met, his nervousness had been one of the things that had drawn her in. He’d seemed so awed by her, so honestly knocked out; it was hard to resist. Especially because in her only other serious relationship, the one that had brought her here to New Jersey, Michael had really had the upper hand. She’d been head over heels for him. Looking back (with some embarrassment), the only thing she can attribute it to is age. She was eighteen when she met Michael. At twenty-six, she can see it with a clear eye. But she also wonders what her current relationship will look like when she is looking back at it through the eyes of a thirty-year-old. Or a forty-year-old.


  Is she being just as naive now? As she’d been at eighteen?


  She stirs the chili and reduces the heat. Soups and stews–anything mingled–taste best when the ingredients are allowed to get close over a long, low flame.


  Lacey tiptoes down the short hall in her still-bare feet and stands at the office door. There is vague murmuring. He must be on the phone. She taps on the door with her fingertips.


  “James?”


  The murmur stops. She waits, listening. He doesn’t answer. She taps again, a bit harder.


  “James?”


  No answer.


  She wraps her hand around the knob, but stops short of turning it. Tension tightens her stomach. “James?” she says, a small whisper of breath.


  There is a shuffling, sliding noise. Papers being moved? A drawer closing?


  “Yes?” he says.


  “I…I made dinner…chili, white chili,” she says. Her hand is still on the knob. Something keeps her from turning it. “We’ll eat at seven,” she says and tries to stop there, to be firm about the time, to not equivocate. But then can’t seem to help herself from adding, “Okay?”


  “Uh, yeah, sure,” he says.


  She nods, even though he can’t see her do it. It just makes her feel more decisive, somehow. “Okay, well, seven then.”


  “Yep.”


  She squeezes the doorknob. It has grown warm in her hand. She turns it just enough to feel it catch up against the lock. So, not just a closed door anymore. Now it’s progressed to a locked door. She returns to the living room and curls up on the couch, turning on the television. She doesn’t see the news program that comes on.


  She’s thinking about locked doors. And naiveté. And wondering if you ever see your life clearly while you are in it.


  


  James hesitates a few seconds after the TV is turned on, listening for her to come tiptoeing back. He sits, frozen, one hand on his desk, the other still on the drawer handle where he’d dumped the file.


  He’d been taking notes. Writing down the information he’d been able to gather about the teenagers earlier that day.


  He’d pulled from the lot and followed them. It had been tricky. They’d been on foot. He’d been driving. But the highway was commercial, so he’d popped in and out of parking lots as they’d ambled along. Finally, they’d turned down a residential side street, Mossy Lane. It was tougher to follow them as it became more rural.


  This part of south Jersey was like that. Miles and miles of major highway crowded by a jumble of strip malls, fast food joints, and car lots. A driver unfamiliar with the area would never realize that tucked behind all the commerce were miles and miles of neighborhoods, some carved right out of (or into) the Pine Barrens.


  The town where he followed the teens was Essex. Essex was blue collar, rough around the edges. The houses were small, post-World War II Capes, three bedrooms–two up and one down, one bathroom, and you made do. Most had a small kitchen, small formal dining room and one living room. These houses were built before the idea of family rooms or great rooms. Some people had put in dens or laundry rooms or half-bath additions, using space annexed from existing covered porches that hung off the backs of the houses. Backyards were a sea of rusting chain link and primary-colored plastic fantastic that faded year by year to pastel hues that more closely matched the Easter decorations people affixed to bay windows and screen doors every year around this time.


  Mossy Lane was the start of a big neighborhood of these typical-for-Essex bungalows. Mossy would take you all the way from one major highway to another, with the neighborhood sandwiched in-between, but it was a long drive on a slow, residential road and, so, not heavily traveled. The other roads spiked off of Mossy at even intervals and seen from above, it would look like a neatly laid out grid. Until it got to the edges where the roads doubled back on themselves or just petered out into woods–like a project started with the best of intentions and then left to flounder undone partway through after interest had been lost.


  James pulled to the shoulder. He watched the teens as they crossed Mossy and ambled down another street. James put the Impala in gear and drove past, noting the street where they turned: Oak Avenue.


  He made a left at the next road (Willow) and followed it to a cross street (6th Ave.) that he surmised would cut back over Oak. He pulled to the corner of 6th and Oak just as two of the teenagers were crossing over.


  James looked back the way they had come and saw one of the teens at the door of a small, shabby bungalow three houses up. From the numbers on the mailboxes, he knew the kid’s house must be 18.


  18 Oak Ave.


  Gratitude and relief washed over James so thoroughly that he felt lightheaded. The sweat that had popped out on his forehead while he’d followed the teens now seemed to cool his racing mind.


  He looked the other way, and the other two were still on Oak, one block further down. They turned together into a drive, and James made a mental note of that house number…32. That was troubling, a troubling number. It doesn’t work, James thought, it doesn’t fit. He pulled onto Oak in the direction of Mossy so he could go past 18. That part fit. Yes, indeed…that part fit very well. And just like that, he knew he’d been right. He’d found another piece.


  Now, in his office, locked away, he has started a file. A new file. He has put in everything he can remember about the day. The sequence of events. Even certain snatches of conversations. Everything that has led him. Everything that adds to the proof.


  Jim See Me Dick


  Cash or Credit


  18 Oak Ave


  Report them


  James taps away at the calculator. Then he sits back, idle, staring up, mouth slightly open. For no particular reason, he thinks about Lacey. Her ponytail and shorts. Fannying around in the kitchen. Making dinner. Dinner at seven.


  She’s so grounded, so ordinary.


  It crosses James mind that perhaps he is behaving…oddly.


  He squints down at the sheets of paper. There are arrows and calculations. Snippets of conversation. Letters divided by word count, divided by syllables.


  He thinks, Am I losing my mind?


  He thinks, If I had an enemy…isn’t that what they’d like me to think?


  He feels cagey and confused. Pressured from inside and out. Balanced by that inner and outer pressure. Pressurized.


  It reminds him of something. It is at the back of his mind. Can he get it to come forward? Out into the light? He puts a hand on his chest. Takes a deep breath. Closes his eyes. Pressure on his chest. Big hands. He is small. A baby. There is a face. Lots of hair. Lots of teeth. Hot, foreign wind fills his lungs even as the big hands press and press. Air in, breath out. The pressure is good. It holds him in place, holds him steady. The air is good. It fills him up, gets rid of the cold emptiness. The face again, the big face…


  In his office, James opens his eyes. His own hand is pressing on his chest. His heart rustles under his hand, like a secret, like an attentive pet. James breathes out a long, slow breath. He smiles.


  He looks at the clock on his computer screen. Seven. What was he supposed to do at seven?


  


  


  


  Chapter 4


  


  


  


  “This is really good, Lace,” James says and smiles at her. She smiles back. He hasn’t touched the spinach, but so what? He doesn’t have to appreciate everything she makes. The chili is the main part of the meal, anyway. The part that took the most time and care to create.


  “I used a lot of garlic, and I put rosemary on the chicken when I browned it…can you taste the difference?” she asks.


  He squints and tilts his head. “A little, I guess, yeah.”


  “It’s really good with the salad,” she says, forking up the spinach leaves. “It complements it.”


  “Uh huh,” he says. But he still doesn’t touch the spinach.


  It is Friday night. She is happy to be home to cook for James. She isn’t home at dinnertime most weeknights because she works Monday through Thursday from four thirty to eleven at the corporate offices of WelCare Insurance. A lot of companies have main offices or satellite offices in the business parks of the New Jersey suburbs. Lacey is glad she doesn’t have to make a commute into the city, especially considering how little she makes.


  Her shift overlaps with the day shift designers so they can explain the jobs that are being passed over. Because there is no art director on the night shift to make decisions or arbitrate conflicts, the work tends to be straight production: typesetting, corrections to current jobs, gluing together mock-ups. The creative stuff, the design, gets done during the day. And the day people tend to not let the night people forget it.


  Every two dayshifters get a nightshifter to share. Lacey’s ‘partners’, Mary and Eugene, are generally all right to her. Condescension is the worst they’ve doled out, so she counts herself lucky. She’s heard horror stories about dayshifters treating nightshifters like crap–crabbing at them for putting anything in their trashcan, berating them for moving files, and even bad-mouthing them to the art director. And the worst part is, you have no recourse. The art director doesn’t take the word of anyone on second shift.


  Last night, while Eugene had gone over–in excruciating detail–the changes he needed made on his job, Mary had sat and tapped her foot impatiently, her own set of corrections heavy on her lap. Lacey smiled at her and raised her eyebrows a bit, but Mary just shook her head and glanced at her watch.


  Lacey wanted to stay on everyone’s good side. If a dayshift position came up, she wanted it. Along with the perk of working normal hours came a bump in pay. The night shift people made a decent hourly rate, but their hours were so truncated that it didn’t amount to much, and if you missed a night, you didn’t get paid at all. And no benefits.


  “They want an e dropped in here, and here they want the s taken out, and you have to remember to do a global change, because it also appears here on page five, here on page six and here and here on page…” Lacey tuned Eugene out. The corrections were all very clearly marked in red; why did he feel the need to point out every change? She controlled her irritation and fixed an attentive look on her face. Like a mask, she had thought. And for some reason, that had made her think of James.


  Certainly, he’d been strange recently, or stranger. Stranger than normal. But not a stranger…that was taking things too far. She didn’t feel as though she didn’t know him or that he’d changed in any fundamental way. He’d just been distant. Distracted. Maybe something at work was bothering him. In the past year, he’d been working on a special project. It kept him really busy. Most nights, when she got home at eleven-thirty, he’d still be in his office, working.


  She could generally convince him to come to bed. He was normal in that respect. But sometimes, even in the midst of making love, she thinks she can hear numbers in the outrush of his breath.


  Now she stares at him across the table. She’s not sure why she wants so badly for him to eat the salad, she just does. She made it…he should eat it. She opens her mouth to say so when he glances over her shoulder, into the kitchen.


  “Is the dishwasher running?” he asks.


  She nods, tightening her lips.


  James looks at his bowl of chili. He looks at her bowl, her small salad plate, their two glasses. One spoon in his hand, one spoon in hers, her fork on the salad plate.


  He shifts, takes a sip of water, spoons chili and then lets it drop back into the bowl, and she knows he is trying to resist what he is about to say, trying to let it go, let it go, let it go.


  “You don’t think there would have been room…” he trails off, gesturing at the table. “It’s just a handful of things. I think they might have been able to fit in there. Did you…how long ago did you start it? Because if it just started, then…” his face had brightened but fell as she shook her head.


  “It’s been running for fifteen minutes, at least,” she says.


  James sits back and breathes out a long, controlled lungful of air. His hands grip the edges of the table. “No big deal,” he says. He smiles, but it is a false smile, stiff and artificial looking.


  Lacey lowers her head. He makes her feel terrible. A waster, a squanderer of their own and the Earth’s resources. A barefoot hick, incapable of organization, careless and reckless. None of which are terms she would have applied to herself before she met him.


  After dinner, when he thinks she is reading in the living room, she surreptitiously watches as he stares into the dishwasher. His right hand is up, and his index finger flicks rapidly up and down, side to side. She knows him well enough to know what he is doing. He is rearranging. Mentally shifting plates and bowls, making room for what was on the table, proving to himself…what? Just how incompetent she is? How brainlessly foolhardy?


  Lacey lowers her eyes back to her book, but doesn’t see the print. She is thinking about her old apartment and wondering if it was really as bad as she remembers.


  James is mentally rearranging the dishes, but that isn’t all he’s doing, and if Lacey could see into the complicated web that is James’ mind, she’d be surprised. Lacey doesn’t figure into his accounting of the dishes, which gleam cleanly before him. He doesn’t blame her, he isn’t even thinking about her.


  He is trying to balance the pressure he feels on his chest with the pressure he feels in his chest. Yes, he is mentally rearranging the dishes, but he is also turning back the clock. In his mind, he is stacking their dinner dishes in the dishwasher with the rest of the dirty dishes, doling out the soap, closing the door, running it through its cycles, and all the while, he feels the pressure equalizing.


  He turns to the sink and quickly washes their dinner dishes by hand. He dries them and then puts away the plates. Then he pulls the plates from the dishwasher and puts them away. Then their glasses from dinner, then the glasses from the dishwasher, and on, until everything is put away.


  You’d never know, James thinks, that some were washed by hand, that they hadn’t all been washed at the same time, together.


  He takes a deep breath. He puts a hand on his chest and smiles. Every dish is clean. All at the same time. He is equalized.


  He sits next to Lacey and puts on the TV. She doesn’t look up from her book. After a while, James realizes she is upset, but he doesn’t know why. Is it the TV? Is she mad he turned it on while she’s reading? Is it because he didn’t want the salad?


  Then the dishwasher enters his mind. The dishwasher? Is she upset about that? James re-examines the conversation from earlier. For a brief instant, he sees himself from her perspective–controlling, disapproving, unbending–and he wonders at his own odd behavior. He is mortified that he could treat her so…that he puts the dishwasher ahead of…but then…it is like a blind being rolled down over a window, blocking out the excessive, too-hot sunlight… I’m fine, he thinks, I just likes things a certain way. He’s a conservationist. Ahead of his time.


  I’m a bit controlling, maybe, but otherwise…she’s just being too sensitive. It’s nothing serious.


  He puts an arm around her shoulders. Pulls her to him. She stays focused on the book in her lap. He squeezes her, jostling the book, and thinks he sees the barest glimmer of a smile, a faint tuck in her cheek. He jostles her again and then keeps jostling until the book slides off her lap.


  “All right, all right, enough!” she says, laughing, pushing back against him. Pushing him once, playfully; then again, harder; hard enough to make him gasp, to make his ribs hurt. She pauses, glaring into his eyes, chin raised, jaw clenched. Then she softens, and her arms go around him. She nestles into his lap, her face buried on his shoulder. He puts an arm around her and squeezes.


  Then he slides his free hand to the remote and brings up the guide. He feels her tears on his shoulder, and he frowns. He pushes the page button until he finds the channel he wants. She sniffs, and he turns the volume up slightly. She turns and looks at the television and then back at him. He squeezes her again, absently, focused on the screen.


  Lacey bounces up, retrieving her book from the floor, and goes to the bedroom.


  After fifteen minutes go by, James says, “Lacey?”


  But she doesn’t answer.


  


  


  


  Chapter 5


  


  


  


  Arch digs through his mom’s purse, searching for her battered, black wallet. He is supposed to meet Joe and Stang at Brother’s Pizza at four o’clock–it’s their weekly, Sunday night ritual. It’s in the plaza that sits outside the development. They like Brother’s best because it’s next to the Perfect Ten nail salon. They like to watch the Asian girls trot back and forth from Perfect Ten to the unmarked door sitting between the storefronts. They’ve speculated that Perfect Ten is a front for a handjob hut that lies behind the mysterious entrance. But they’ve never seen men going in or out. James knows it’s probably just an apartment, but still…it’s more fun to think about them giving handjobs. To think about getting one from one of those girls.


  Arch has found that just watching the girls is enough to give him a boner–all that talk of forbidden sex.


  Arch is short for Archer. When he was a little kid, he hated his name. But now that he’s older…seventeen…he thinks it’s pretty cool. Arch. It goes with his skinny, skater jeans and the flop of dyed black hair that falls over his face. The skin-tight jeans feel rebellious, unique. Although, Joe and Stang have each bought a pair, so Arch isn’t sure how unique it looks anymore.


  His friend Tara has been trying to convince him to put a blue streak in his hair, but he’s not too sure about that, either. He already walks a pretty fine line with his dad, who thinks the skinny jeans and lip ring are for fags. Arch isn’t a fag, and he doesn’t have anything against fags, but his dad sure does.


  Arch finally digs out his mom’s wallet and then looks up and freezes as the floorboards creak over his head. His dad is on night shift, has been for the last three months, and he sleeps from late morning into early evening. He has a hard time getting to sleep on Sundays. Arch’s parents fight a lot more when his dad is on the night shift. Arch can’t figure it out considering that they actually see each other a lot less. Arch doesn’t understand married people. He’s never getting married, himself.


  There are no more noises from above, and he takes two tens from the wallet and stuffs it back into her purse. He thinks for a second and then shoves it to the bottom, piling the other crap on top of it, just like he found it. His pocket buzzes, and it is a text from Stang: where u at doosh?


  Arch snorts and jams the phone back into his front pocket. He turns to the back door and continues through to the covered porch. He sits on the glider and pulls on his chain-encircled, black leather boots. He can already feel the cold–this is a three-season porch, not heated or anything–and he thinks about going back for a jacket. His T-shirt is worn, tissue-paper thin in some spots. He bought it like that.


  “Archer?” his mom calls from the living room at the front of the house. She’d been asleep on the couch, and her voice is rough, clogged with phlegm. “Archer, are you in the kitchen? Bring me a coke?”


  “Shut…the fuck…up.” His dad’s voice trails wanly down the stairs.


  “You shut the fuck up!” his mom says. It is a screech, and he hears her feet hit the floor. Trouble. Arch decides to skip the jacket, and he slips out the back door, careful to not let it slam shut behind him.


  Instead of going down their driveway–his mom might see him–he heads to the back fence and hops it into the neighbor’s yard. Mr. Simonelli is sitting on his deck, bundled in a lined fleece. He’s reading the paper. Mr. Simonelli is about a hundred years old, but Arch still wishes that Mr. Simonelli were his dad. Or that he could at least move in with the Simonellis. Mrs. Simonelli is a tiny, sweet, dark-haired lady who is always–fucking always–cooking something. And the Simonellis never fight.


  “Hey, Mr. S,” Arch says as he clears the fence. He puts his hands in his pockets. These yards aren’t big, and he can hear his mom and dad tuning up behind him.


  “Hey there, son,” Mr. Simonelli says. And smiles. That gets Arch every time. But he just nods in return, hands going deeper into his pockets and shoulders coming up around his ears.


  There is a screech and an answering bass roar behind him, and Arch pictures a chimpanzee squaring off against an exhausted lion. Mr. Simonelli glances at the house and then back to Arch. “Want to come in? Miz S is making sausage and peppers.”


  Arch’s stomach growls, but he shakes his head. “I’m meeting Joe and Stang at Brother’s.”


  “You got enough money?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Okay, well,” Mr. Simonelli glances at Arch’s house again, “you can stop by after if you want. Miz S made cookies yesterday. I don’t think the kids got all of them.”


  The kids are the pack of kids and grandkids that come to visit Mr. and Mrs. Simonelli at least once a week. Arch spies on them sometimes from his bedroom window. He watches as the Simonellis’ five grown children and eight grandchildren flit back and forth either in the house or the yard, laughing, playing, eating, drinking beer and wine. And man, did they ever hug a lot. It’s like, fucking constant mauling going on over there, and they all love it.


  Arch wonders what would happen if he went over there during the weekly get-together. Just knocked and went in. Maybe he’d just get kind of manhandled along with them. Like being rolled around in a wave down the shore.


  That would be pretty cool.


  “Okay, maybe,” Arch says. He glances at Mr. Simonelli’s face and away. Arch has found it’s easier to look at people through small glances…easier than staring them in the eyes. Though he doesn’t know why that is.


  Mr. Simonelli is smiling again.


  “Well, any time, Arch, you can come by any time…you know that, right?”


  Arch nods and chances another quick glance at Mr. Simonelli. Mr. Simonelli is still smiling, but there is something more in his eyes. A question, maybe, but Arch isn’t sure how to answer it. So he just raises one hand in a wave and turns to trot through the Simonellis’ side yard, heading across to Willow Street, his boots jingling. As he passes the kitchen window, Mrs. Simonelli’s wrinkled little face appears…Arch knows she has to stand on tiptoe to be able to see out the window over her sink. She is smiling and waving as Arch passes by. He raises a hand, nods, and keeps going.


  Joe and Stang are already through a slice each when Arch gets to Brother’s. Crushed red pepper flakes litter the table around Stang’s grease-spotted paper plate. They nod as he comes in, and he nods and continues to the counter. Behind the counter, Tony is lifting a pie into the oven, and the heat wafting out envelops Arch. He breathes in, filling his lungs with the yeast smell of rising dough and hot, melting cheese.


  Tony, short for Anthony, turns and raises his eyebrows at Arch. Tony is one of the two brothers who own Brother’s Pizza. He’s old, maybe thirty-five, forty. He’s kind of a dick. He hates teenagers especially, and unfortunately for him, they are the bulk of his business. He and his brother talk about it all the time. How teenagers, kids in general, are terrible nowadays. Forgetting how obnoxious they’d been as teens themselves.


  “Pepperoni,” Arch says, and Tony pulls a slice from one of the pies on the counter and puts it in the pizza oven.


  “Something else?”


  “Yeah…soda. Oh, and fries, too.”


  Tony rolls his eyes and heaves a sigh. Arch shrugs and holds out a ten. Why put fries on the menu if you fucking hate making them?


  Tony hands him a cup for soda. “Fries’ll be up in a couple’a minutes.”


  Arch turns to make a ‘fuck this guy’ face at Joe and Stang, but they are huddled over Stang’s iPhone, thumbing through pictures and laughing.


  Arch wonders if everyone is happy except for him. And his parents. And Tony.


  Movement catches his eye in the parking lot, just beyond Joe and Stang and the big plate window. That same gray Impala that he’s seen a couple of times this weekend. Same guy driving it. Dude’s staring at me pretty hard, Arch thinks. But he doesn’t tell Joe and Stang…they’ll just tell Arch he’s a fag magnet.


  Ask him when can they meet his new boyfriend.


  


  


  


  Chapter 6


  


  


  


  Brother’s Pizza. Brother’s. Skip the Pizza part. That’s better. Eight letters divided by two syllables…it’s not a three, of course, but it’s still even. No shitty remainders. No fucked up decimals. Take out the apostrophe and it’s even better. Smoother.


  James is so involved with looking at the sign on the top of the strip mall façade that he’s forgotten to keep an eye on the kids inside. When he looks down, he sees that one of the teenagers–18 Oak Ave–is standing with a red and white paper cup in his hand, staring right at him. James puts the car in gear and backs away.


  At least the other two didn’t see me, he thinks. At least, I don’t think they saw me.


  James is nervous. He knows he needs to do something…the handwriting is all over the wall on this…but he still can’t decipher the true purpose. The exact act required. The front part of his mind says he needs to talk to these kids, 18 Oak Ave in particular. The middle part of his mind is wary. Leery of making contact. Not sure about any of this. The back part of his mind, the largely unacknowledged part, is running in tight circles, a rabid weasel, scratching and scratching and squeaking a message of murderous intent.


  James feels the itch of the running weasel’s nails, but he can’t hear the squeak.


  Or rather, he thinks he can’t hear the squeak.


  He now understands that losing his job last Friday was the catalyst for his current actions. Hell, the whole past year.


  He must have been right on with the special project. Fixing everything. He hadn’t been certain at the time, hadn’t been aware of why his mind suddenly began seeing the patterns, why he suddenly became capable of fixing things…but now he knows this is why. This is the real work.


  It was preordained; to get him going so he could begin this work…the real work.


  James drives to the far end of the plaza and parks at the very last spot in front of Perfect Ten and turns off his headlights. The plate glass window–which had been opaqued by his lights–becomes translucent. James’ heart speeds up as his stomach contracts. He feels lightheaded.


  There are three Asian girls sitting on the opposite side of the glass. They are identical with long, dark hair pulled back into tails, thick bangs cut bluntly to just above their eyes and white surgical masks covering from just below their eyes to their chins.


  They are in a row, solemn, bent over extended hands. To James, the hands they work on are hands only…he doesn’t see the customers to whom the hands are attached. His focus is solely on the girls. The three girls.


  Adrenalin careens through his system, making his legs shake; his heels tap out a muffled, staccato rhythm on the floor mat. He feels the weasel itch as a burning. As the day is drawing down to dusk, it seems his vision gets sharper as the light in the salon gets brighter…he can see every detail before him, every bottle, sponge, q-tip and cotton ball.


  Without conscious thought, James thumbs the seat belt release and turns the key, shutting off the engine. He steps from his car, and the cold, damp air of the early spring evening clings to his skin. He trots to the Perfect Ten window and stands, compelled, staring in. The customers’ backs are to him. None of the three girls look up.


  James puts his hand to the cold glass, watches a light fog form around his fingers.


  One girl looks up, and in James’ mind, the other two do the same. Their movements are identical. They could be the same person. One person flanked by two mirrors. Except then he’d see infinite Asian girls, wouldn’t he?


  Their eyes are black. Flat, without shadow or highlight. Shark-like. Inhuman. Fear rushes through James’ mind and something more, a weird clarity, a dash of something that looks like sanity, asks him what, exactly, is he doing here? and then the image of the three girls as identical shatters. Like glass. Like busted mirrors.


  There is movement near the back, and another Asian, an old woman in black pants and a loose white blouse, waves James in with a sweeping, impatient motion of her arm. Come. Come.


  The door opens, and the sharp odor of nail polish remover snakes out and needles his nasal cavities. James blinks, his eyes stinging, and he sees himself from inside the salon, from the perspective of the three girls. He sees three of himself behind the glass, overlapping, blinking. Hand pressed flat. Cadaverous and spooky.


  He rubs his eyes and opens them, and they are swimming and blurry, but he sees from his own perspective again. The old woman is coming to the door to greet the customer that just went in, but she also watches James. Her expression is neutral on top. Suspicious underneath.


  What if it isn’t suspicion? James thinks. What if it’s something else?


  She settles the customer into a chair and starts toward the door, her eyes on James, her mouth a drawn-down bow of determination. James turns and hurries across the lot, unlocking his car as he goes. It weep-weeps in chirping acknowledgment of his urgency.


  He slides behind the wheel, facing the salon again. The old woman stands at the door. The light behind makes her a flat, black silhouette. James knows she can’t see his face; it’s too dark out. Too gloomy. She waves, and before he thinks, he waves back. Then she makes the come, come gesture again, but slowly. Mocking, James thinks, she is mocking me. Just as though she knows he is too afraid, too confused to respond.


  James shifts his eyes to the three girls bent over at their stations. Their posture, the fact of them, the confused mystery of them causes the weasel stir, the itch. But their three-ness, their triplet reality, causes calm to fill his mind, as though the inside of his skull is being coated with cooling paint of thick, marshmallow consistency. It is being rolled on by a workman so courteous, so careful, that he wears only socks, no shoes.


  James lets the soft weight fill his head. As it grows heavier, his body relaxes. Clarity and reality begin to blow gently through his mind, rolling away the heavy fog of the delusions. It is such a slow, subtle shift that even the weasel is unaware of it.


  He remembers that he told Lacey he’d bring home a bottle of wine. He glances once more at the teenagers in the pizza parlor, but can scarcely remember why it seemed so important to talk to them.


  He smiles, thinking of Lacey tipsy with wine, and he points his car in the direction of home.


  


  


  


  Chapter 7


  


  


  


  Arch walks home in the dark. Joe and Stang are horsing around behind him, pushing each other and karate kicking mailboxes. Arch isn’t much of a mailbox kicker. He had been until the day he’d helped Mr. Simonelli put his toppled mailbox back to rights. Mrs. Simonelli had cried about it, Mr. Simonelli told Arch. Said it made her feel unsafe, made her feel like the world was a hostile place.


  “I try to tell her, it’s just kids being kids,” Mr. Simonelli had said, struggling to push the post upright. “It’s different when you get older, though. I don’t know if it’s that you lose touch or you just forget what being a teenager was all about. But the world does seem more…I don’t know…meaner. Faster. Bigger. Incomprehensible.” Mr. Simonelli had put his hands at the small of his back and stretched. Then he’d smiled at Arch. “You just feel a little left behind, I guess, when you’re old.”


  Arch had nodded and continued to pull the mailbox back to plumb. A shovel was on the ground next to Mr. Simonelli, but Arch had already decided that he wouldn’t even let Mr. Simonelli pick the shovel up.


  Arch would do it. He’d take care of it.


  “I did things just like this when I was a kid, I tell her,” Mr. Simonelli said. “We didn’t mean any harm, just didn’t think about the cost. Didn’t think about how it would make someone feel.”


  Mr. Simonelli had put his hand on Arch’s shoulder and squeezed. “You’re a good boy, Archer.”


  Arch had paused for a second, not looking up, but then had grabbed the shovel and started filling in around the post.


  “This will probably be stronger than ever,” Arch had said, tamping down the excess. “Even old Wick will appreciate it.” He chanced a quick smile at Mr. Simonelli. Simon Wicknelli was the neighborhood mailman and pretty sour. He left notes about the correct specs for mailboxes and had turned people in to the county if they didn’t shape up fast enough to suit him.


  Mr. Simonelli had laughed as he gave the mailbox a pat. “He just might, at that.”


  Arch wonders now if he should say something to Joe and Stang. Try to explain to them how people feel when their property is damaged. He looks back just as Stang snaps the flag from 6 Willow’s box and tries to chuck it up onto the house. Joe is laughing and trying to cover the sound with his hand. A feeling almost like pity comes over Arch as he watches them snort laughter and resume pushing each other.


  Arch feels a lot older than his friends.


  He gets to his house and peels off as they continue down the street. “See you tomorrow, man,” Stang says. Arch raises a hand and fishes his key from his pocket.


  His dad’s old F150 is gone, so that was good. The Taurus was gone, too, but that didn’t mean for sure his mom was out. She let Henry borrow the car a lot. Arch hated Henry. He was his mom’s first kid from before she’d met his dad. She’d only been sixteen when she had him. To Archer, that’s crazy. He was only a year past that himself and couldn’t imagine getting a chick pregnant. Much less being responsible for a fucking baby.


  Henry was twenty-nine and a real fucking loser in Arch’s opinion. He’d gotten into tons of trouble when he was a kid and had even been in jail twice for burglary–home invasions. His mom blamed the cops. She said the cops never did anything to help Henry. Help him? Arch would always think when his mom was on that particular rant, help him what, exactly? Are the police in charge of giving you a better personality? Turning losers into winners? The fuck?


  But he’d learned to never say anything like that out loud. His mom was too fucking delusional. She’d snap his head right off.


  Arch was seven when Henry had moved out, and he was grateful that he left because Henry had always been a dick to him. Arch’s first, really clear memory was of Henry punching him in the stomach so hard that he couldn’t get his breath. He must have been three, Henry fifteen. He remembers lying on the living room floor, feeling choked, hot and panicked, his lungs lying flat and lifeless in his chest while Henry changed the channels from the couch. Baby Arch had stared up the long, long length of Henry’s jean-clad leg and tried to hitch in a breath. His dad had come in, big face looming over his.


  “The hell?” he’d said, dropping to his knees where Arch lay. “Archer, take a breath.” His dad’s hand was on his belly, big and warm and steadying. His voice calm but authoritative. “You’re okay, Arch, just relax and take a breath.”


  Baby Arch had finally whooped in a big, deep breath, getting his color back, and then had started sobbing. Howling out the pain and the fear that Henry had caused.


  His dad had begun shouting at Henry. “The fuck did you do to him?”


  “The little bitch spilled fucking juice or some shit on me!” Henry had been indignant. His stepdad was always picking on him. Always took the little brat’s side. Fucking every time.


  “The fuck? He’s a fucking kid, you fucking waste, they spill shit. How’d you like me to knock you the fuck out every time you fucked something up?”


  “Fucking try it, motherfucker!”


  Henry had jumped to his feet, and Arch’s dad had grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. They loomed over Arch, who’d turned onto his side and huddled into a ball. He wasn’t crying anymore. He was too scared to cry.


  Henry’s mother had rushed in and screamed at her husband. “What are you doing? Leave him alone! Let go of him!” She’d grabbed her husband’s arm, trying to pull it down, and as she struggled, she’d kicked Archer square in the face.


  He had screamed in fresh pain, a high, desperate wail that froze the three above him. His mom looked down, surprised, as if seeing him there for the first time. His dad looked toward the windows, thinking the neighbors were going to call the cops for sure this time, the kid sounds like a fucking fire alarm.


  And Henry had pulled back and out of his stepdad’s grip. And he had made sure he mashed the brat’s fingers under his motorcycle boot heel as he stepped back.


  Arch opens the door to the enclosed porch, but he glances over at the Simonellis’ before he steps inside. It’s after eight, so he knows they would be long past their dinner. Probably they are in the living room at the front of their house, watching television.


  Their kitchen is mostly dark, just a small light shining over the sink. Mr. Simonelli had told Arch that Mrs. S left that light on all the time. She didn’t want anyone to look at her house and see it all dark. She didn’t want people to think she wasn’t there if they needed her.


  Arch steps into his house.


  


  


  


  Chapter 8


  


  


  


  The Simonellis sit side by side on their comfortable Bassett couch and watch television. Mr. S has Mrs. S pulled tight to his side, and she holds the hand that holds her. She runs her thumb absently over and over the back of his hand as the blue light flickers across their faces. Mr. S is so used to the sensation of her thumb rubbing his hand–the physical manifestation of her worry, he often thinks–that it no longer irritates him. Had ceased to irritate him years and years ago, in fact.


  


  Henry is driving his mother’s car. Resentment tangles in threads through his every thought. Hot, red threads of lava that burn a certainty into his mind that he is being acted upon. That it is the world that conspires against him.


  


  Mary Ellen, Arch and Henry’s mom, is worrying about Henry. She sits in a chair in her bedroom and sees a system pitted against her and her firstborn. She sees this with the emotional maturity of a sixteen-year-old girl who’d gotten pregnant by accident and whose parents battered and abused her for her unhappy situation. And who has never gotten over it.


  


  Chuck, Arch’s dad, pauses over the red metal chest of machinist’s tools. Sparks shoot through the air behind him, making it look as though his thoughts are extraordinarily exciting. But all he is thinking about is the Mary Ellen he knew in their first year together. The sweet Mary Ellen who’d smiled with gratitude any time he played with her son. Who’d thanked him with tears in her eyes when he’d moved her out of her parents’ home.


  


  Lacey has fallen asleep on the couch. Too much wine. She was shivering as James left to go sit in his office, but he didn’t notice. Tomorrow afternoon–Monday–she will go to work feeling slightly ill. Not solely due to the hangover, however.


  


  James is counting. His finger traces up and down his notes while he makes more notes on an additional sheet of paper. His lips move. It has been an enlightening weekend. Revelation lights up his synapses like heat lightning.


  He knows his next move.


  


  


  


  Chapter 9


  


  


  


  On Monday mornings, well before sunrise, William Simonelli rolls the big green trash bin out to the curb. He stands and surveys the dark street in the early morning cold. He can see his breath right now, but it will warm up into the sixties or seventies by afternoon.


  His trash can is most often the first out. It gives him a sense of satisfaction. He’s found that age has made him an early riser, and he understands now why the people up first feel like the virtuous and responsible ones. The ones who get the day going.


  He sees a few lights coming on here and there in the houses up and down Willow. Essex is a workers’ town. Most of these people aren’t in an office from nine to five; they’re bending their backs and flexing their muscles from seven to whenever the light leaves the sky. Or until the job is done. A lot of them are seasonal workers, and through the worst of the winter, they will scramble for odd jobs, but it can be an idle and financially frightening two or three months. When spring rolls back around, as it’s doing now, William imagines this town stirring and stretching, readying its muscles for the hard labor to come. This is the time they’ll make the money they need to survive the lean months.


  It’s a hard-working town, and that makes William proud. He’s lived here his whole life.


  Turning back to his house, a flash of headlights splashes across the side yard from the house behind his. That’ll be Chuck, Arch’s dad, coming home from his overnight. William knows Chuck, of course. Can’t be backyard neighbors for almost fifteen years without getting to know each other a bit, but William doesn’t particularly care for Chuck or for his wife, Mary Ellen. God knows their first kid, her first kid, Henry, had caused them enough trouble over the years. And it’s just a pure miracle that Archer is turning out to be a good kid. William wouldn’t have expected it, not with parents and a brother like that.


  William had retired at sixty-seven from his job with the township. That was eleven years ago. In his first year of retirement, he’d floundered. A working man since he’d been sixteen, he’d not known what to do with his extra time. It seemed to him that before retirement, he and his buddies had talked about little else, but that first year, he had missed going to work. Had missed the camaraderie and the purpose. He’d tried to tell that to his friend John, who was two years behind him on the retirement schedule, but John had scoffed. Mightily. In fact, he’d choked on his mouthful of coffee and looked at William as though he’d come down with sudden onset Alzheimer’s.


  But after that first year, he’d started to get the hang of it. Had even started to enjoy himself. It was just a matter of developing some new routines. For instance, every Thursday morning he met a group of retirees like himself at the McDonald’s. They met at nine-thirty, ten, doing their best to avoid the brunt of the rush-hour traffic. They sat over McMuffins and coffee and talked about the girls behind the counter or what they used to do before retirement. William most often tried to steer the conversation to more current events, but inevitably they swerved back to the past. Or to sickness. That was another big topic in the aged set, William was finding out. Although, he’d bet that his wife’s group of friends talked about it even more, as it seemed to William that that had been the ladies’ habit since before he could even remember.


  On Tuesdays, he did his ‘outside the house’ errands. There were almost always one or two things that needed seeing to. He’d take the Impala and drive up to the township building to get a new recycling bucket to replace the one he’s pretty sure the people renting five houses down stole from him. The renters put out a lot of beer bottles. That would end up being an hour or two depending on who was around to gab with. Or he’d run down to the Ace hardware for a dimmer switch, caulking, piece of trim…whatever he needed for Wednesday, which was his ‘around the house’ project day. Dan Morgan, the owner of the Ace, would crab to William about the lack of business because of the Home Depot that had gone up five miles away. Dan was in his late fifties, miserable and sour natured, drinking coffee non-stop from a stained, plastic travel mug and constantly hitching up his Dockers over his non-existent ass. But William would listen for a while, nodding in a commiserating way. William liked Dan, even for all the complaining. He knew Dan was just as worried as everyone else about what to do now that he was getting older.


  William was glad he’d worked for the township, had retired from the township. He had a good pension, his medical was taken care of, plus he’d had his own IRA, and now he was getting his SSA. He’d paid the house off thirty years ago, and the only thing they contended with now was the rising property taxes. He and Antoinella weren’t wealthy by any means, but at least he didn’t have money as a constant worry anymore. Not like when the kids were younger.


  Saturday was the day for the kids to come home. And bring the grandkids. William loved those days best. And he knew Antoinella loved them, too. She’d send him out early on Friday mornings to the supermarket with a list and then spend the day cooking and send him back out Saturday morning with a new list–always a much shorter one–of the extras she felt she needed.


  Antoinella had stopped driving to the grocery store five years ago. She’d backed into a car trying to exit her parking space and, in her panic, had hit the gas and run into the car a second time. When she’d come home that day, teary eyed and shaky, she wouldn’t tell William what the other driver had said (or yelled), but she had also never picked up the car keys again.


  At first, William had driven her to the grocery store and she’d done her shopping, but even that had tapered off after a while. Finally, she had gotten into the habit of just sending him on his own. In fact, Antoinella almost never left the house. The only place she’d go was to her doctor, who was only two blocks over. And still, William had to drive her there.


  William noted that her timidity grew the more she sequestered herself. When they were both younger (much younger), she’d gone everywhere by herself and then had shuttled the kids to all the things kids needed to go to–football and baseball, cheerleading, band practice, play rehearsals, dances. One Christmas, William had gotten her a fancy chauffeur’s hat, and everyone had laughed as she swatted him with it. But she’d been laughing, too. And she’d even worn it a few times, sporting a ‘dare me and I’ll do it’ grin.


  William pauses when he gets to his garage, the big double door open like an early morning yawn. His arms are crossed against the chill as he thinks about the past, laughing and shaking his head a little, remembering Antoinella’s chauffeur hat. He turns in time to see a gray Impala cruising by. William notes the car for two reasons: one, it’s just like his car, except his car is blue; and two, he’s seen this fella a time or two now. William wonders if maybe he’s just moved into the neighborhood.


  The guy is going real slow, barely moving, foot probably not even on the gas, and craning his neck. William gets the impression he’s trying to see around the house to the back of the house behind his. William steps forward out of the shadow of the garage, and the guy looks at him, startled, and then guns his engine, chirping his tires on the pavement and speeding away.


  William looks reflexively over his shoulder at the bedroom window, hoping the noise didn’t startle Antoinella. She’s developed a habit of clutching a handful of housedress to her chest whenever there is a too-loud sound outside.


  But the window is dark, the dawn just now beginning to streak the glass with pink and orange. William shivers and glances back down the street. Feeling ‘weirded out’, as his kids would have said.


  Maybe he’d mention it to Chuck–let him know someone had seemed interested in his house. If he happens to see him out in his yard.


  


  


  


  Chapter 10


  


  


  


  Henry idles at the curb in front of his mother’s house. The Taurus is running, but the lights are off. He is waiting for a friend to pick him up. He’ll put his mom’s keys under the front doormat when he leaves. This is their standard system for trading off the car.


  He ignores Chuck when Chuck pulls his F150 into the driveway, even though Chuck gives Henry a perfunctory wave.


  Chuck has been a dick to him as long as he can remember, and that’s a long time–Henry was only two when Chuck had started coming around. Henry has a hard time believing his mom’s stories about a younger Chuck who had taken them places like the drag races and monster truck rallies and had even played with him on swings and slides. Who–according to Mary Ellen–had helped raise him.


  Henry’s real dad had split when he heard Henry was on the way. Can’t blame him, Henry always thinks, I’d fucking do the same.


  He checks the watch on his wrist. Dipshit is late again. As usual. Henry knows he can’t count on Mark. Fucking loser. But you’d think he’d be on time once in a while, wouldn’t you? Christ, wouldn’t it stand to reason that he might be on time or even early at least by accident every now and again?


  His rearview lights up, and he sighs and sits up higher, reaching for the keys in the ignition. Here’s the dipshit now. Finally.


  But the lights don’t pull in behind him; they slide by slowly on his right–the passenger side of the Taurus. It is a gray Impala, and Henry can see the guy driving it. The dude is looking right past Henry and eyeballing the house. Eyeballing it real hard, too. Henry has broken into enough houses to recognize the slow crawl, the careful casing.


  Henry snorts laughter. Douche doesn’t even see me, he thinks. Dumb fuck. Even left his lights on. Not very stealth.


  But now Henry is noticing that this guy doesn’t look like a house-robbing loser. He’s too clean-cut, a suit and tie type of dude. Little older than Henry. Staring at the house like he’s looking for someone. Henry’s mind works quickly. Can’t be a friend of Arch’s, too old. Not of Chuck’s either, too preppy. Not an admirer of dumpy old Mary Ellen, that’s for sure. Henry snorts more laughter at the thought.


  Henry taps his horn. Once. Lightly. Just to be a dick. The guy jumps, and he looks so startled, Henry wonders if he pissed his pants. Henry gives him the finger. Fuck off, asswipe, he thinks.


  The guy puts the boot to the Impala and shoots down the road toward Mossy and the highway. Henry shakes his head, still laughing a little. Fucking douche, he thinks. But something is bothering him. The guy had looked…after the first flash of shock…the guy had looked fucking pissed. More than pissed, he’d looked fucking furious. Henry knows that look well enough.


  He is about to put the lights on and follow the guy when his rearview lights up again. This time, the headlights settle in behind him. Mark. Picking him up.


  Henry hesitates, taking his hand off the wheel, thinking. Probably nothing. Guy was just lost or whatever. Got pissed at the horn ’cause he for sure wasn’t expecting it. Henry’s hand returns to the key, and he kills the engine and steps from the car, giving Mark a short wave. He takes his mom’s keys to the front door and slides them under the mat, looking over his shoulder, checking that no one sees. A reflex. God knows he’s pilfered enough keys from under mats, in fake rocks, in the little magnetic hide-a-key boxes under cars. He remembers from high school, one of his teachers saying something about how no one fears theft as much as a thief. Some of the kids had looked confused, but Henry got it right away. Because he understood it was about possibility…how if it’s something you’d do, then it’s a fact that other people are capable of it, too.


  Not that he really cares if someone robs Chuck and Mary Ellen’s house.


  He trots to Mark’s Ranger and pulls open the passenger side door. “What’s up, fag?” he says, sliding in.


  Mark blinks slowly, his eyes incredibly bloodshot. “Huh?”


  “You fucking half-wit, you’re fucking stoned.” Henry sighs and opens the door again. “I’ll fucking drive, you waste.”


  Henry and Mark switch places, and Henry guns it up to Mossy and makes a right, barely stopping at the sign, and heads toward the highway. He makes another right, again barely stopping, causing a car in the traveling lane to have to jump quickly to the passing lane. The car flies past, horn blaring, middle finger raised in an early morning salute.


  Mark bugles laughter. Henry looks over at him and starts to laugh himself at the jackass noises Mark’s making, when his eyes happen on the gray Impala. Guy is parked in the lot outside Brother’s Pizza, facing the highway, his lights off. Henry sees the car is running; there is exhaust curling from the tailpipe. The laugh that had just started dies in his throat.


  The guy is staring right at him, right into his eyes. Henry can see the dude’s hands, white knuckled and tight on the steering wheel.


  And he looks pissed as hell.


  Henry feels an unaccustomed shift of fear low in his belly. Another horn honks behind him, and he realizes he is barely crawling along. He glances in his rearview at the car behind him and then back at the Impala. By now, they have gone past Brother’s parking lot, and he can’t see the driver’s face anymore. Just the vague shape of him in the car.


  Mark is still laughing, huge hee haws. Henry gasses the Ranger and throws it into second gear, then into third, snapping Mark’s head back and his mouth shut.


  “Shut up, dummy,” Henry says.


  Mark looks over, his eyes even redder now, if that’s even possible. “Huh?” he says.


  Henry doesn’t answer, just glances once more in the rearview at the Impala that is getting smaller in the distance. He thinks about calling Mary Ellen, even asks Mark for his cell phone, but as Mark is digging slowly through his pockets, looking terminally confused, Henry thinks fuck it and tells Mark to never mind.


  


  


  


  Chapter 11


  


  


  


  James sits in the parking lot of Brother’s Pizza, where he’d seen the teenagers last night. He watches the Ranger drive past on the highway. The driver is the same guy who had been sitting in the Taurus at 18 Oak Ave. The ass that had honked the horn.


  Normally, James would have avoided someone like the driver of the Ranger, even avoided eye contact. The guy looked like trouble. Mid to late-twenties. Unshaven. Wallet-on-a-chain type of dude. Bad clothes. Bad attitude. Guys like that always had a chip and a flash-fire temper.


  But James found himself, well…pissed. Really pissed. This is the first real work of his life, the first work that means something, and was he really going to let this gas-jockey, bowling-alley, beer-from-a-can low-life ruin that? A stubborn rage tightens his muscles. No way. No way would he let this interfere. So what if he’d seen James and his car. So had that old guy farting around in his garage. What had that guy been up to, anyway? Sneaking around that garage…Christ, these kinds of neighborhoods are rife with shady characters.


  That’s why James avoids areas like this as much as possible.


  But he can’t avoid it now. He has to find out what that kid knows. He has a flash of unease. How could that kid know anything? How could he possibly figure into it? He’s just a trash kid from a trash neighborhood in a trash town. Was it possible that it was just some kind of coincidence? The cop and the kid being there, the name of the street and the address? Or not even coincidence, could he have misconstrued everything? Or worse still, was he even thinking straight? This seems kind of crazy, if you stop to look at it. His behavior has been…and his thought processes…it all seems so…


  James looks down, concentrating. He closes his eyes. He rocks slightly forward and back. He pulls his hands from the steering wheel and puts them over his ears, shutting out the noise of the traffic picking up on the highway.


  “Ma,” he says. Halfway between a moan and a croak. Not even sure why he said it. So he says it again.


  “Ma.


  “Ma, I’m sick, I’m…”


  “You’re sick, baby,” His mom’s voice. “You’re not feeling well.”


  “Ma,” he says. It’s muffled, pulled from his throat in a chunk. “I’m not feeling well.”


  “It’s all right, baby,” she says. “Mama’s here to help you sleep. Sleep, baby, sleep now.”


  He feels a hand, a big hand, across his nose and mouth, covering the entire lower part of his face, another hand, impossibly big, cradles the back of his head. The hand over his face is not rough and not gentle. It just is. He can’t pull in breath. Clouds form at the edges of his vision. White-gray and soft. He hitches his chest, but again, no breath comes. The clouds darken and begin to close in. Red sparks begin to snap through his vision. Small snaps and then extended bursts: red lightning. He heaves and bucks, but that hand is there, there, it’s there…“baby, sleep, shhh, baby, sleep for Mama…”


  And the hand is here, it’s here, and James feels drained and swollen, drained of air but stuffed with hot blood, the hand is here, it’s here, god help me, I can’t breathe…


  James snaps forward and bangs his head on the steering wheel. His hands fall away from his nose and mouth, and he pulls in a huge breath. His lungs fill to capacity, until they burn, and he lets that breath out and pulls another breath in and feels the blood leave his face, leave his head. The white-gray clouds move in again, and he thinks he will pass out. He sits back and tilts his head back onto the headrest. His eyes are closed, and he takes smaller breaths. Drinking the air like water. He closes his hands and feels the damp.


  Shaking, he brings his hands up to eye level. The palm of his right hand is slick with saliva. James squints, confusion and fear drawing his features down and together. He must have been dreaming or something, and had his own hand covering his mouth, smothering himself. Was that even possible? Was it possible to smother yourself?


  What had he been dreaming?


  He can’t really remember. Something about clouds and lightning. He’d felt sick and…feeling sick had…he starts to see something; vague, a vague shape; big hair and a big face. Terror floods his stomach in a cold wave, and he jerks upright. He slaps his cheek and then slaps it again.


  “Red cars go,” he whispers through clenched teeth as a red car speeds past on the highway. It’s good, a good number, the three syllables dividing into the nine letters for a calm-inducing three, and he sits straighter and clutches his hands together in his lap, under the steering wheel.


  “The truck runs.”


  He brings his shaking hand up and wipes it over his face. He divides the letters by the syllables. He sighs, and tension leaks out of his shoulders.


  “Blue car stops.” He is looking at a light blue Corolla at the red light twenty yards away.


  “Green to go.”


  That’s a good one, too. Three syllables divided into the nine letters. “Excellent,” he says, and the light changes. The cars go on the green.


  “Excellent,” he says, throat still tight, but starting to relax, the ache melting away. He sees the three divide into the nine, the remainder appearing like good magic. It is almost a color. Calm green. A hint of soothing blue.


  “Good time to go,” he says. He laughs, but just a little. That’s four into twelve. Very nice. Soothing. He feels his mood lightening, brightening.


  “Nice to see you,” he says, but that isn’t as satisfying. The numbers are great, but the phrase doesn’t make sense. There is no context. There’s no one here but him.


  He tries to always put phrases, these combinations, together naturally. Not forced. Not calculated, you could say. But sometimes, he has to just arrange. Like designing, as Lacey has described it to him. Putting things together in a way that feels right.


  He feels calm now. Sure again. Sure that he is doing the right thing. The important thing.


  He glances at the clock, and some of his sureness fades. He has been sitting here for over an hour. James blinks, thinking. He can account for maybe fifteen minutes, twenty at the very most. He must have actually fallen asleep…can you forget that you fell asleep? Wake up unaware that you’d been asleep at all?


  He pulls from the lot and back onto Mossy Lane. He is going to drive past 18 Oak Ave one more time to see if he can’t come up with an idea of what the next step might be. He feels sure that it will reveal itself, if he is diligent, if he is careful, if he does everything just right.


  He pulls onto Oak and glides slowly, slowly, looking at every house. If someone should see him, take note of him, he will just look as though he is lost, looking for an address. Nearing 18, he takes his foot from the gas and slows to a crawl. He examines the house. The Taurus is still in the street. There is a pickup truck in the driveway. There are no lights in any of the windows, even though it’s now going on eight in the morning. Shouldn’t the kid be coming out to go to school?


  As he thinks it, the kid comes from a side door attached to the enclosed porch off the back of the house. He turns and puts a key in the top lock. He shoves the key in his pocket and slings a backpack over his right shoulder.


  James observes him closely, breath held, as the kid bends to tuck his pants deeper into his boots. His pants look painted on, and James wonders how the kid can breathe. The skinny-looking jeans make the black leather motorcycle boots on his feet look enormous, ridiculous with chains and spikes. He stands and pushes a shock of dead-black hair off his face and turns toward the street. Coming down the driveway, his head is lowered. The hair has flopped back over his face, obscuring his features. James notes that the kid is holding a phone in his right hand, thumb moving rapidly. Texting someone.


  For the second time that day, James is startled by a car horn. He has drifted into the middle of the road, and a driver coming the other way honks once in irritation. James mashes his foot down on the brake, looking at the other car and then quickly back to the kid. The kid is eight feet from James’ passenger window, looking right at him, the phone sagging forgotten in his hand.


  Without thinking, James powers down his passenger window. “Hey, can you help me? I’m looking for someone, and I’m afraid I’m a little lost.”


  Arch stands for a minute, unsure. Years of ‘stranger danger’ schooling lock his feet to the ground. But I’m not a little kid, he thinks. I’m seventeen. And this guy sure doesn’t look dangerous.


  “Yeah? Who are you looking for?”


  James makes up a name on the spot. “Ralph Hodgson? You know him by any chance? I’m pretty sure this is his street.” He puts the car in park and leans over a little more so he can see the kid better.


  Arch sees the car settle as it is put into park, and he takes a small step back. Then he catches himself. Fuck, I’m not a baby. Dude just needs directions or something. He goes to the car and leans over and opens his mouth to say it’s a long street, mister, when he realizes he recognizes him—this is the same guy that was sitting outside Brother’s, the same guy he’d seen a couple times before Brother’s.


  There is a flutter of fear in Arch’s stomach, and he stands up, taking a step back.


  “Whoa, you all right?” the guy asks.


  “Uh…” It isn’t what Arch thought he would say. “I’m fine. Are you following me or something?”


  The guy’s face takes on a startled look, eyebrows going up. “Following you? Why would I do that?”


  “I dunno. ’Cause you’re some kind of psycho or something?” Arch takes another step back, scaring himself with the word ‘psycho’. This guy could be a psycho after all. That shit happens. Arch has seen it on TV.


  But the guy laughs and sits back in the driver’s seat.


  “No, I’m not a psycho. My friend lives around here, and I’ve been in this area,” James says, inspiration spurring him on, “but I’ve never been to his house. We usually meet at a pizza place right up there on the highway. Brother’s? I think it’s called?”


  Arch relaxes. “Uh, yeah, it’s Brother’s Pizza. Do you know what street you’re looking for? Are you sure he lives on Oak?”


  The guy shakes his head a little, then leans back over, looking at Arch through the passenger window. “Yeah, I don’t know…maybe not. He might be the next one over or something.”


  “Mr. S might know, he’s been in this neighborhood, like, forever,” Arch says and gestures to the Simonellis’ house behind his own. “He lives on Willow.”


  It is early morning, overcast, so Arch doesn’t see the blood drain from James’ face. He doesn’t notice that James has gone still as death itself. But Arch does see the nod, the small but very deliberate nod James gives him. Something about it strikes Arch as odd, as off.


  It’s almost as though he told the guy a secret.


  


  


  


  Chapter 12


  


  


  


  He lives on Willow, he lives on Willow, he lives on Willow…pounds in James’ head. Five syllables divided into fifteen letters…three echoes and echoes in his mind. James is once again in the parking lot of Brother’s Pizza. Gray morning light drains the color from everything, but James doesn’t really notice. His mind is alive with electricity, clarity, and relief…a relief so intense it feels like gratitude. And he is grateful…grateful that he has received another link, another clue. He’d been right to push past the confusion and despair. He’d been right!


  This last thought is savage in its intensity. Deep in James’ mind, so deep he doesn’t acknowledge it, is a childish cry of I told you! I told you so!


  Tears run in hot tracks down James’ cheeks, and he wipes them away with the palm of his hand. The savagery of his feelings is fading, and the gratitude takes over fully, relaxing him. He begins to shake as the adrenaline that had poured into his system at the kid’s last sentence now begins to recede.


  He lives on Willow.


  James feels another flood of gratitude, and fresh tears roll down his cheeks. This time, he lets them, keeping his hands clasped together at his diaphragm. He lives on Willow…it’s perfect, it’s the perfect…not clue, that’s not the right word…it’s the perfect arrow! Yes! Pointing him in the right direction!


  Now James understands why he was led here this morning; why he saw that man, fumbling around in the garage, doing something secret, obviously, otherwise why would he have been so sly? So mysterious? Hiding in the dark like that, putting himself in the shadows…no question, there is something in that garage. Something that old guy doesn’t want seen. Something he doesn’t want James to see. Because isn’t that the look he’d given James when he’d driven by? He’d looked suspicious, yes, but shocked, too! And guilty!


  Fat drops splat onto the windshield, and the morning, just brightening, darkens again. James hears thunder rumble low and to the west. Too far away to be able to see the lightning.


  James puts his car in gear, and once more, turns onto Mossy. This time he goes past Oak to Willow and turns onto it. It’s still very early, but most of the people who work on this street have left for their jobs. The houses are dark. What little light that comes from them comes from the back, where the kitchens are. Even the school busses have come and gone by now.


  James parks three houses down from his target and on the opposite side of the street. He is glad to see there are no lights on at his target or at either house that neighbors it. He leaves his car and pulls his light jacket over his head–the rain has increased, and the temperature has dropped enough to chill him as soon as he steps from his car.


  He trots quickly to the house and up the driveway. There is a side door to the garage, and it is screened from the neighbors by a stand of evergreens. James takes a credit card from his wallet and slides it into the jamb at the door handle. He’s already seen that there is no dead bolt, but it could be locked in some other fashion on the inside–chained or even padlocked. If it is, then he’s stuck until he can decide on another way in.


  But the doorknob turns in his hand as the card pushes the latch back, and the door opens easily inward. The smells of gasoline, rusting metal, oil, and old grass clippings surround him as he steps into the garage. He pulls the door closed behind him. There is a small amount of light that comes through a row of windows across the top of the garage door. Enough to see the outlines of two rakes, one shovel, one leaf blower, one workbench. Rows of neatly spaced tools hang on a pegboard above the bench. James appreciates the precision, the neat way each is held in its own outline of thin, painted line. An image flashes into his mind of his apartment, each piece of furniture outlined where it sits against the wall, each foot outlined where they connect with the floor. He pictures each print on the wall outlined, each glass in the cupboard, each plate. Then he pictures Lacey, lying on the couch, reading, outlined. Held in place. He would always know exactly where to find her. She’d never again appear unannounced in the kitchen while his back is turned or in the doorway to his office.


  A memory turns in his mind like a stranger on the street, turning toward you, and you realize that you know them. This is no stranger. James’ memory is of a doorway. A dark rectangle seen through soft bars. The anticipation and the terror, waiting for someone to come through that opening.


  Sweat breaks out at his hairline, and he rubs viciously, hating the tickling itch. The memory leaves him nervous, shaken. The feeling of anticipation tempered by fear stays. It is familiar, he can nearly smell it, taste it at the back of his throat. It reminds him of extreme hunger. Isolation. Terror.


  James swallows and takes a step further into the center of the garage. He shakes himself, trying to get the feeling of the memory to slide from his shoulders and away. He wants to drop it as though it were a wet, stinking blanket. Too heavy and too uncomfortable.


  As his eyes adjust to the gloom, he sees a black filing cabinet tucked under the workbench. There is a small corona of light around it and relief floods James mind, pushing the old memory aside. Assuaging his discomfort.


  He pulls out the top drawer. Slowly, gently, one hand on the pull, the other supporting the weight. There are rows of files hanging on tracks, neatly labeled. SNOWBLOWER, WEEDWACKER, CHAINSAW…each folder contains a manual, a warranty, a receipt.


  James closes the top drawer and opens the middle drawer. This one is filled with plastic bags, the kind you would use to store food in the freezer. The first contains plastic zip ties in various colors and lengths. Another contains three coils of phone cable. Still another holds plastic collar stays. There must be hundreds of them in there, James thinks. He has a desire to count them. He thinks about dumping the bag out on the floor, stacking the stays in groups of ten, adding up the tens, taking out the last few that don’t add up to ten…but where would he put them? The odd ones? He couldn’t burn them, they’re plastic. Could he shuffle them into another bag? No. That makes no sense. He’d have to take them with him, scatter them somewhere, one by one. The subway. He’s done it before. When he’s had oddball bits of things that don’t fit into the scheme.


  Then it occurs to him that it’s an odd find: a bag of collar stays? Who has a bag of collar stays? How could anyone have accumulated this many? Then he realizes with a sinking stomach that they were put here to try and trip him up. To slow him down. If he’d turned over that bag and begun counting…


  He closes that drawer and moves onto the third, the bottom-most drawer. He can’t keep his hand under it as he slides it out; it is too close to the ground. There is a muffled squealing noise of the small wheels on their metal track. James stops and listens. The sound the drawer made was not loud. It would never have been heard outside of the garage. Probably you wouldn’t have been able to hear it even if you were standing on the other side of the garage, James thinks. But then, at the thought of someone standing on the other side of the garage, he has to turn and check. Make sure there is no one standing there. Of course there isn’t, he thinks. Almost scoffing at himself. But of course, it is easy to scoff, now that he has seen with his own eyes that there is no one standing behind him.


  He eases the drawer out, slipping his fingers under the front to take at least some of the weight. The wheels make a soft grinding noise and nothing more.


  Nothing but old newspapers in this one. They fit neatly from side to side, but not end to end. It gives the stack a shuffled, haphazard look. James tries to shuffle them together, but there are too many, the weight and rough texture of the newsprint makes them resistant to tidying. He realizes he will have to pull them out and restack them, preferably with something in the back of the drawer holding them in place this time. He scans the shelves. There is a smallish cardboard box sitting on the workbench, the box a phone came in. That might do the trick, he thinks. He reaches up for the box, and as his hand closes over it, the garage is filled with a burst of white, white light. Terror washes through James, and his hands fly to cover his eyes, retinas contracting painfully. He turns to the door that leads to the house, expecting to see the man standing there. But there is no one. The door is still closed. Then James hears the rumble of thunder and realizes…it was only lightning. It’s only the storm.


  He takes a shaky breath. Takes another. He has been blinded by the sudden flash. He crouches in front of the files, very still. He closes his eyes and bright bursts bloom behind his eyelids. It makes him think of the doorway again. The black empty, the portal of fear and ecstasy. The garage slips away as he huddles there, eyes closed. It is replaced with the ROOM, the BARS, the DOORWAY. He is on his back, looking to his right, waiting, waiting. Sometimes he sleeps. He looks into the gloom above him. A mobile hangs dispiritedly, not moving. He does not know it is called a mobile, he just knows it is there, a part of what he is aware of. Sometimes it moves. Sometimes soft music comes from it. He likes when that happens.


  He turns his head again, staring at the DOORWAY, the black yawning rectangle. He knows enough to know that sooner or later, someone comes through the rectangle. He is desperately anxious for this to happen, but also…terrified for this to happen.


  His thumb is tucked securely into his mouth. It helps with the hunger, the constant want, want, want from his belly. He has eliminated, but he isn’t really aware of it yet. He will become aware if he eliminates again, and then again. Sometimes that happens, too, before someone comes in. Then his skin becomes soft, too soft, and then raw, rotting where the damp sits too long against it.


  There is another flash of lightning, and James is back in the garage. He hears thunder, still a good distance away. He is trembling. The memory of the crib is too much. The sense of hunger, abandonment is still with him. The sense of fear. Of not knowing. Not knowing what will happen next. James suddenly sees himself, huddled near the filing cabinet, arms around himself, shaking. He feels pity and then disgust.


  He takes the papers from the filing cabinet, anxious to set them to right. If he can get them ordered and stacked, this will get better. The fear, the anxiety will go away. He pins his mind to the task, laying out the papers, checking dates, rearranging. So intent is he on the task at hand that he never hears the door to the house open behind him.


  


  


  


  Chapter 13


  


  


  


  Antoinella Simonelli keeps a heavy ceramic container on her counter when she cooks. She puts scraps in there–potato peels, bits of fat she has cut from the meat, egg shells, green bean ends, strawberry stems–and then she always adds the coffee grounds. For William to put in his compost pile. He’s asked her time and again not to put the animal fat in the mix, but Antoinella thinks that’s just silly. In nature, animals die and contribute to the soil. She’s seen it on the National Geographic on the television.


  This morning, she puts in three eggshells, a scrap of stale bread, and the grounds from the coffee maker. At the table, William cuts into his omelet. This is their Monday morning routine.


  “Leave that,” he says. “I’ll take it out after I eat.”


  “I’ll take it,” she says.


  “No, I’ll do it. I want to, Antoinella,” he says. He is adamant that certain jobs are his, others hers. Antoinella doesn’t mind. It is the way she believes the world should be. But sometimes, especially since she has become so homebound, she wishes there were more she could do for him. Wishes she didn’t always seem to be putting him in the place of being the one who goes out. But she is terrified of the spaces beyond her kitchen, living room, and bedroom. Even the few stairs to the garage worry her. She feels so tottery on them.


  “Are you sure?” she says.


  He looks up from his omelet and smiles, deep creases forming around his eyes. “Of course, mi amore,” he says and touches two fingertips to an imaginary hat.


  She smiles and curtsies. She is wearing her favorite housedress, soft cotton patterned with cheerful flowers. She has flowerboxes at the front windowsills filled through the winter with daffodils and daisies–plastic ones. She likes the color, even though she had overheard her daughters-in-law laughing about them with some of the grandkids. As if there is something comical about her plastic flowers. Like so many others slights, Antoinella works to put it out of her mind.


  Now that it is May, she’ll ask William to plant real flowers. She’ll wrap the plastic ones in plastic–that is a little funny, I guess, she thinks–and put them away until next fall. Once the late pansies die off, she’ll put the fake daffodils and daisies back out. It reminds her that winter will have an end. The older you get, she has noticed, the more you need to be reminded of that fact.


  She wipes the stove, even though it is already clean, and thinks about Florida. Her niece, her sister’s oldest, had moved there years and years ago. Antoinella’s sister, Margaret, was always showing her the pictures. The letters. Well, email as everyone calls it, but Antoinella still thinks of them as letters. It is always warm in Florida, this niece says. She wants Margaret to move there. And Margaret wants Antoinella and William to move there, too.


  William brings his plate to the sink and rinses it. He sets it on the bottom of the sink, knowing that Antoinella won’t run the dishwasher today or for the rest of the week. She only uses the dishwasher on Saturday and Sunday when she has enough to fill it all at once. She hand washes the rest of the week.


  William takes the ceramic canister, thinking about the compost for the garden he has yet to turn over. It is just a small kitchen garden for Antoinella. Herbs, four kinds of tomatoes, hot and sweet peppers, greens. But still, small or not, the tilling in the spring is getting to be too much. Has been for a while now, actually. Probably he will ask Archer to come and help. He has to do it soon. May is getting late. Should have been done in April, really.


  William goes through the dark laundry room to the garage door. He doesn’t turn on the laundry room light; he doesn’t need to. He knows his house inside and out.


  He opens the garage door, and the first thing he sees is the spread out newspapers. Not understanding, his immediate thought is that the wind from the thunderstorm outside has blown the recycling around. But there is no movement of air in the garage. It is dark and still. Then the lightning flashes, and William sees a form huddled near the workbench. Forgetting his age, not thinking even once about the potential danger of the situation, he calls out, “Hey!”


  The figure turns and straightens in one fluid movement that scares William badly. The form moves like an animal, full of smooth, unconscious grace and power–the power of the young.


  William reaches to his right and turns on the overhead light. It is the man from the Impala. The one he has seen several times. The one he saw just this morning.


  “What are you doing in here?” William says, his voice loud, and the guy takes a step back.


  “Uh…I uh,” James says and then nothing more.


  William looks around the floor at James’ feet. “What are you doing to my newspapers?” It seems a ridiculous thing to ask, but he can’t help himself. It is the most immediately apparent thing wrong.


  James looks down, too. “Organizing them,” he says. His voice is faint. Confused. Then he looks back up at William, open-mouthed as if surprised by his own answer.


  Christ, the guy’s crazy, William thinks. He takes a firmer grip on the heavy ceramic scrap pot curled in his left arm.


  “You best get the hell out of my garage,” he says.


  It is almost as though William has hit the guy with a stun gun. He steps back, and his eyes round in surprise, and his hands go up, palms toward William.


  “Ten into thirty,” the man says, voice faint. Awed. “That’s ten into thirty…”


  Christ, he’s really crazy, William thinks. Then he hears Antoinella behind him in the kitchen, her voice raised. “William? Who are you talking to?”


  “No one,” he yells to her, not turning around. He turns to pull the door closed behind him and then stumbles down the three wooden stairs and into the garage, still clasping the ceramic jar.


  The man comes forward, arms out, almost as if to catch him. The outstretched hands scare William badly, and he raises the ceramic jar and brings it down hard against the man’s head. The man’s scalp splits above his eyebrow, and a torrent of blood cascades down his face. He drops to his knees, shocked, and lays three fingers on the cut. His fingers come away slicked with blood, and he stares at them and then looks back up at William.


  William stands with the jar over his head, breathing hard, ready to strike again. The eggshells and coffee grounds are scattered across the floor and dribble down onto his shoulders. “Stay back,” he says. His voice is shaking. Ridiculously, part of him wants to help this man. Get a bandage for the cut. Call Antoinella to help him. But then the man falls forward, and William thinks he is lunging toward him, and reflexively, William brings the crock down again, this time connecting with the side of the guy’s skull.


  James falls onto his chest, his head ringing, ringing a headache pulsing into horrid life. He feels nauseous and dizzy. He has to put a stop to this. He can’t have come all this way, done all the work, to have it end like this.


  He heaves himself to his knees, hand going to the wall to steady himself, and it happens on the handle of the shovel William and Arch had used to right the Simonelli’s mailbox. He yanks it forward as he stands and swings it across at his attacker. The shovel connects with William’s arm, causing him to drop the ceramic pot, and it crashes onto the garage floor, breaking apart. The rest of the coffee grounds fly out and lay like a Rorschach on the gray cement.


  William grabs his arm and stumbles right, pain shooting up his shoulder. He’s sure his arm has been broken. He stumbles toward the workbench, thinking dazedly of the hammer on the pegboard. If he can get the hammer, maybe he can…


  James sees William coming for him, undeterred by the blow from the shovel, and he closes his eyes, terror shooting through his body, and swings the shovel with all his might. It connects, and the force makes it feel as though his arms are being ripped from their sockets. The dense, wooden handle vibrates in his hands, and he drops the shovel, opening his eyes.


  William is lying before him, eyes open, hands opening and closing near his shoulders. The shovel blade has severed his neck, cutting it nearly in half. James can see a flash of bone, the spine, and then a gout of blood obscures everything. James jumps back, mouth open in horror. What happened here? He wonders. What happened? How did I…


  He starts forward, thinking there must be a way to help the old guy, set this right. His stomach has knotted and panic ices his thoughts. Maybe the cut isn’t as bad as it looked at first, James thinks. He reaches a shaking hand toward William, unaware that he is talking.


  “S’okay, don’t worry, it’s probably not that bad, don’t worry, I’ll get it fixed, I can fix it, I can fix it…”


  The old man’s eyes have glazed, and he is no longer looking at James, he is no longer looking at anything. James shakes his head. A small laugh leaks from between his grimacing lips. Not possible, he thinks, oh no, not possible. He sees the newspapers spread out under and around the old man, and then he blinks and sees himself from the perspective of the stairs leading to the house. Sees the blood, oh god, all the blood, sees his own grimacing face, hears the odd, choked laugh, the old man’s head, almost separated from his body, then he blinks, and he is himself again.


  He hears a soft sigh behind him and then a laundry sack tumble and a thick, muffled thud. Like a watermelon dropped from your arms, cracking open wetly on the sidewalk.


  He turns, and there is an old lady at the bottom of the stairs. Colorful housecoat beginning to soak up the blood from the split in her skull. She had fainted and fallen down the stairs into the garage.


  Her slippered feet are still on the middle stair. They twitch violently, and one slipper falls off her foot and to the side of the steps. James crawls cautiously forward. He hears a voice. He’s not sure if the voice is outside or inside his own head.


  He crawls another foot to the left and now can see her face. She is on her stomach, head twisted to the side. Her face is flattened on the side where it has connected with the concrete floor. Her lip is split. Her skull has cracked open like an egg. A tremendous amount of blood surrounds her. Her lips are moving, and her eye, the eye James can see, is open.


  He crawls closer, just close enough to be out of the tide-line of her blood. He leans toward her in a girl’s push-up, knees on the floor, arms shaking.


  “I’ll take it…” she says. It is barely audible. More of a breath threaded with sound. “I’ll take it…” She hitches one more breath, then one more, “I’ll take it,” then no more. Her eye remains open and fixed. Urine mixes with the blood as her bladder lets go.


  James gasps and pushes himself back onto his knees. Nine letters divided by three syllables. “I’ll take it,” he says. “I’ll take it.” What does it mean?


  As he puzzles out this next part of the message, he relaxes. He reaches up and scratches absently at his forehead where the blood is just starting to dry. Obviously, he has to take something from here, but what? He looks around, his eyes skating over the two bodies. He is no longer concerned with their deaths.


  He realizes it is all part of the plan.


  He doesn’t know why he keeps having doubts.


  It’s silly.


  


  


  


  Chapter 14


  


  


  


  Lacey wakes when she hears James in the shower. She looks at the bedside clock: eleven a.m. The room is dim thanks to the black-out shades James had installed on the windows when he moved in. She pushes the covers back, and LuLu, who’d been curled behind her knees, squeaks out a very un-cat-like protest.


  “Sorry, Looney,” Lacey says, sitting on the edge of the bed. Her voice is rough. She rubs her eyes and tries to think through her mini hangover. She’d had four glasses of wine last night; not enough to put her in throw-up mode, but certainly enough to feel scrambled. Muzzy headed.


  She tunes in again to the sound of the shower and then checks the clock. She saw it right the first time; it’s just past eleven. Why is James still here at this time on a Monday? Then she remembers; he had quit his job last week. Strong white light burns a line down the quarter inch of open bathroom door. A wisp of steam curls out. LuLu leaps to the floor, goes to the door, and paws it open a few inches, enough to slide herself through.


  Lacey stands, and a small wave of nausea burns through her stomach. A warning shot over the bow, James always calls it. She stands still for a minute, eyes closed, letting her stomach settle. Then she pulls her T-shirt over her head and takes her panties off and throws them in the corner to the hamper. She’ll get in the shower with him. The hot water will help to clear the hangover from her head, and she loves showering with James.


  She pushes the door open, and the room is dense with steam. It’s unusual for James; he doesn’t normally take such a hot shower and certainly never one of duration–too wasteful. The only time he dallies is when they are in together, but sometimes she’s not sure if it’s because he enjoys making love in the shower so much as he appreciates the instant clean up.


  She sees him, opaque in the shower stall, and then her eyes drop to LuLu. She is sitting in the middle of James’ discarded shirt. At first, Lacey thinks that the cat has hurt herself, that the blood on the shirt has come from her. Her next realization is that the blood is already dry, mostly dry, and is hardening to a dark maroon, almost brown. The muzzy feeling clears her head all at once, and she realizes that James must have hurt himself. Somehow.


  “James!” she says. “Are you okay?”


  She pulls the shower door open, and he turns toward her, startled. For a split second, she thinks it is a stranger in the shower, not James at all, and she takes a sharp step back. There is a large gash above his eye, the skin around it nearly black with trauma all the way to his temple. The edges of the cut are ragged, chopped looking. His eyelid is a swollen, purply-green. There is a large clot of dried blood in his ear and another below his jawline. As she watches, fresh blood trickles from his forehead. She feels all the color drain from her face, and last night’s wine rises through her throat as though strong hands have squeezed it out of her stomach. She turns and drops to her knees, lifting the toilet seat, and vomits. She heaves two more times, diaphragm contracting violently, and then a wet, hot hand is on her shoulder.


  She tries to pull away, but another contraction of her diaphragm forces her to heave. This time it’s just a yellow dribble of bile. The hand tightens on her shoulder.


  “Lace?”


  It is his voice that sets him in her mind. Of course this is James, she thinks. She tries to turn to him, and her diaphragm contracts, not as viciously this time, and then her midsection relaxes. She thinks she has finished throwing up. For now.


  She leans back against the wall across from the commode and tilts her head back. She opens her eyes and looks at James. The trauma is still terrible to look at, but now she sees him under the horror of his injuries. His eyes are dark with concern; his forehead contracted in worry.


  “You okay, Lacey?”


  “Me? Jesus god James, what happened to you? Are you all right?”


  “Yeah, I’m okay. Must look worse than it feels.” He smiles, and it causes the gash on his forehead to open again, leaking more blood. His swollen eyelid looks like a squeezed purple grape, shiny from the pressure within. About to pop.


  Lacey’s stomach turns over, but she swallows hard and ignores it, reaching a shaky hand to James’ face.


  “James,” she says, “we have to get you to the hospital. This is really bad. You need stitches. You might have a concussion.” Her voice is soft, scared. “You look like you were hit by a car. Honey, what happened?”


  “It’s okay, I’m okay, really,” he says, taking her hand. He stands and pulls her up with him. His strength reassures her. A little. He takes her short, cotton robe from the hook behind the door and hands it to her. He turns to the mirror, his expression grim. His fingertips gently palpate the area around the gash. “It does look bad, but it doesn’t really hurt, or at least, not too much. I took a few aspirin when I got in. They helped.” His eyes meet hers in the mirror as she draws the robe around herself. He smiles again, a small half grin. “You don’t look too healthy yourself, Lace. You need some aspirin, too?”


  She can’t take her eyes from his face. “James, get dressed. I’m going to take you to the hospital. You need stitches. A doctor has to look at that, I mean, even your eye, your poor eye.” Tears of empathy gather at the inside corners of her eyes, stinging. “Please, honey, you have to…”


  “It’s okay, I promise,” he says. “I barely feel it.” He bends to turn the shower back on. “Pop in here with me. It will help your hangover.” He puts his hand under the stream of water, testing it. With his back turned, everything seems fine, perfectly normal. His voice is even, the things he’s saying aren’t confused or muddled, and he’s moving well. She starts to relax, but then he turns to face her, and adrenalin pumps through her system again.


  He puts one foot in the shower and raises his hand to her, palm up. Enticing. “Join me?” he says. He smiles, and the gash releases another pulse of blood from the edge nearest his temple. It follows the course already laid down by the dried blood, going toward his ear. Her stomach tightens.


  “No, that’s okay,” she says. She realizes her voice is faint, barely audible, and she clears her throat. “I’m going to make us something to eat. Toast will settle my stomach. You just…finish up in here and…do you want eggs? Or a sandwich? Maybe some soup?” With each suggestion, she takes a step backward toward the door. She stumbles over LuLu, who is still sitting on the bloodied shirt, and the cat leaps away and hurries out the door.


  “Careful,” James says, getting into the shower. “Sandwich is fine, or soup, whatever. Whatever you feel like making.” He pulls the door closed. She stands a moment longer, watching his blurred silhouette. Should she call an ambulance anyway? Force him to go to the hospital? He’d get mad, but…


  At the thought of his anger–which is not vicious or at all violent, just coldly, numbly disapproving–she wavers. He knows better than her how he’s feeling, she thinks. Now that he is out of her sight, it is easier to dissemble; her mind and body not reacting to the visual stimulus of his injuries.


  “If you don’t leave, I’m going to be forced to drag you in here with me,” James says.


  She jumps at his voice, the thought of getting in the shower with him–that gash softening in the heat, opening up…her stomach rolls, and she turns and stumbles through the door into the bedroom. She pulls the bathroom door closed behind her and leans against it, drawing the much cooler air of the bedroom deep into her lungs. Then she begins to shiver.


  


  Once she leaves, James stands very still under the stream, listening. Breath held, he waits until he hears her in the kitchen, the rattle of a pan being pulled from the cupboard. Then he huffs out the pent-up breath and begins to shake in a delayed reaction. He had been terrified she’d insist on an ambulance or at the very least a trip to the doctor.


  The pain is immense. Every beat of his heart seems to send a new pulse of ache through his entire nervous system. Everything hurts: his arms, his back, his face, and of course, the worst is his head. Not just because of the cut across his forehead, that feels bad enough, but because of the headache. It is relentless. Nauseating. He had used every ounce of self-control when Lacey had been puking not to puke himself.


  He leans his head into the stream, hands planted on the tile. He has to grit his teeth together to keep from crying out when the stinging spray hits his forehead. Punishing himself with the pain. The tears in his eyes are washed away even as they leak from beneath his squeezed eyelids, and he does not realize he is crying.


  After the old lady had whispered her final message to him…I’ll take it…James stood, hands on hips, looking around the garage. His eyes bounced between the man’s body and the workbench; the woman’s body and the door to the house.


  I killed them, he thought, but then his mind had clamped down, turning his eyes away from the bodies. He is supposed to take something with him. He is supposed to take it. That was the message.


  His eyes bounced from the neat row of screwdrivers to the man’s body, from the window overlooking the yard back to the woman’s body. The window had blue chintz curtains. He knows she had put them there. To try and make the garage look cheerier. Because she loved her husband. He shakes his head to clear it. His eyes bounced back to the old man’s body.


  Oh god, I killed them, he thought, tears stinging his eyes, mind scurrying, trying to think of a way to take it back, take it back…take it…she had said that, his mind soothed, it was the message. This is meant, it’s all part of it, you’re so close now…


  He felt it. That he was close. That it was all falling into place.


  And he stepped forward. Ignoring the bodies. And began his search in earnest.


  


  


  


  Chapter 15


  


  


  


  Arch skips his last class on Monday (gym, what the fuck, that shit’s for jocks, anyway) and gets a ride home with Stang. Arch is jealous of Stang’s car even though it’s just a beat the hell up Ford Escort his mom gave him when she got her new car. Doesn’t matter that the damn thing is baby blue, spews black smoke, and needs a quart of oil a week…it’s a car, man! And Arch doesn’t own a car.


  “Hey, man,” Stang says, “you gotta give me some money for gas. I cart your ass home, like, three times a week.” Stang is a mellow dude, so what he’s saying doesn’t sting.


  Arch nods, looking out the passenger window, elbow cocked on the rim of the door. It’s not hot yet, not even warm, but after that thunderstorm this morning, the air smells clean. Washed. Not that he would tell Stang he thought so.


  He’ll have to hit up his mom for more cash. They give him twenty a week for an allowance, but twenty a week maybe bought you a movie and a few slices at Brother’s. He didn’t know if his parents were completely out of touch or if they were just that poor. He’s thought about getting a job, but Burger King and Office Max are the only things really close enough to walk to. Unless he went to work at Brother’s. Or the nail salon.


  Arch snorts a laugh and sits up straighter.


  “What’s funny?” Stang asks.


  “Nothing. Just thinking I need to get a job. Maybe I could go to work at Perfect Ten.”


  Stang lets out a bark of laughter. “Yeah, man. You could, like, help with the hand jobs. At least you’d be good at it. All the practice you’ve had chokin’ your chicken.”


  They both get to laughing. Arch likes Stang a lot better when Joe isn’t around. Stang is almost normal when it’s just the two of them. Joe is Stang’s cousin, and they’ve both lived on Arch’s street since they were babies. Their moms were sisters or something. Or maybe their dads were brothers…Arch can’t remember. Joe is a fucking loser; he knows that much for sure.


  They pull up in front of Arch’s house. Arch opens the door and puts a foot out. “I’ll have to get some cash from my folks. Hit me up tomorrow?”


  Stang nods.


  Arch exits the car, and he is almost to the driveway when Stang calls out from behind him, “Tell them it will keep you from sucking dick!”


  Arch bursts into fresh laughter and gives Stang the finger as he drives away.


  The Taurus is in the road. Usually that means his mom is home and Henry is not. Arch hopes Henry isn’t here. He’s in too good a mood to deal with that guy’s crap.


  He unlocks the porch door and enters to sit on the old wicker couch. He takes his boots off. His mom would kill him if he wore his boots in the house, but Henry never takes his off and she doesn’t say shit about it. He doesn’t think she’s scared of Henry; it’s more like she feels sorry for him or something. Like the guy’s still a baby with no fucking dad.


  He turns and looks out the back window to the Simonellis’, hoping to see Mr. Simonelli sitting out, reading his paper. He’s supposed to help Mr. Simonelli replace some of the boards on the deck and help build a new container garden for Mrs. Simonelli’s tomatoes or something. Maybe when Mr. Simonelli offers to pay him, he’ll accept this time.


  But even thinking that, he knows he won’t–he can’t take the Simonelli’s money.


  “Hey, pussy!”


  Arch jumps and turns around fast, getting his hands up just in time to block the slap Henry is directing at this head. He must have seen him coming up the walk, snuck out here. The douche.


  “Hey, Henry,” Arch says, resignation dulling his voice. “What’s up?”


  Henry stands before him, smirking. He’s still wearing his coverall from work. He works at a combination oil change, cash wash. Henry does the oil changes, mostly. He hates being on drying duty and only does it when none of the Mexicans show up. Mostly they show, but every now and again, you know that INS has been around, sweeping ’em up.


  Henry looks at Arch’s slumped shoulders, his skinny jeans and floppy black hair. He shakes his head. “You look like a real punk, you know that?”


  Arch colors and lowers his head. Henry feels a small swell of shame. He remembers back to when Arch was a little kid. Little snot nose, but still…kinda cute and all. Said funny things. Once, when he must have been around four and Henry was sixteen, they’d been crammed around the kitchen table, eating dinner, when baby Arch said that he was afraid of a monster in his closet. Chuck, his shit dad, had told him to grow the fuck up, and for the rest of the meal Arch had pushed his food around on his plate, not eating. Unable to eat. Henry knew the feeling, and he had felt bad for the kid.


  Arch’s bedroom was upstairs, across the hall from Henry’s. Mary Ellen and Chuck’s room was downstairs. Later on, after Henry had moved out, they’d taken his room for themselves and made the downstairs bedroom an office for Chuck. That cracked Henry up. An office for that ape! Guy uses his index fingers to poke around the computer keyboard. Watches his fingers poke, poke, poke and squints up at the screen every third of fourth poke to check his progress. Fucking moron.


  When Henry had gone to his own bedroom that night, he’d heard crying from Arch’s room across the hall. Nothing major, not bawling or anything, just big sniffs. Little mews of unhappiness. He turned on the light, and the kid was sitting in the middle of his bed, shivering, clutching his blanket up to his shoulders. Big tears stood at the rims of his eyes, refracting the light from overhead. His chin quivered.


  “Hi, Henry,” he said. Trying not to cry. Trying to be a big boy. He dropped the blanket to his lap, and Henry saw that the kid was wearing a pair of Henry’s old, worn out Star Wars pajamas.


  “Hey, punk,” Henry said and sat on the edge of the bed. “Nice pjs.”


  Arch looked at himself and then back up at Henry. “Mommy said these were yours. I love them.” He grinned at Henry, tears disappearing, his front teeth missing. He looked so goofy, so happy just to have some attention.


  “Yup, they used to be mine. Back when I was a little punk like you.”


  Arch was happy that Henry was being nice, not mean. He was never sure which way Henry was going to be, but it was mostly mean. He knew that Henry didn’t like their dad, but he also knew that their dad didn’t like Henry, and that made Henry sad and then mad. But Mommy didn’t seem to know. Arch wondered how that could be.


  “Matter of fact, this used to be my room. That used to be my closet.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder, deliberately not looking at the closet. “I’ll tell you a secret about it, okay? But you can’t tell anybody else or…” he leaned closer to Arch and whispered harshly…“or it might come back.”


  Arch’s eyes went round, and Henry used all his willpower to suppress a grin. Little dude really was pretty cute.


  “There was a monster in there. It lived in there a long time, before we even lived here. I heard the guy that used to live next door talking about it, way back when I was little. He said it used to come out of the closet at night and look for little kids to eat.” Henry searched his mind, trying to remember fairy tales from when he was a kid. “It was a Troll, and it…”


  “What’s a Troll?” Arch whispered. He had pulled the blanket back up to chest height.


  “Uh…it’s like a little fat man, but hard fat, and it has a beard and a little sword and hair on its feet and shit…”


  “Like Daddy!” Arch said, and again, Henry used all his might to stifle a laugh.


  “Yeah, but even grosser, and they have crubbled up toes, and they never wear shoes.” Now Henry thought he was getting this confused with that Lord of the Rings movie he saw, but fuck it, it was going pretty good. “They wait in the closet until you’re asleep, then they pounce. Especially if you’ve been bad and shit,” he added, remembering that there is always a moral.


  Arch was shaking his head, and the tears were starting again. “Henry, I’m scared of that Troll guy. He’s in there, and he’s gonna…”


  “No, see, that’s the thing, Arch…I got rid of him.”


  Arch’s eyes were bigger than ever, like he couldn’t contain his astonishment. Like it might burst right out of him. “You did? How did you?”


  “Well, I tricked him, okay? I put pillows under my covers to make it look like I was in there. Then I said, ‘Goodnight, Mom!’ and then I turned off the light. I tiptoed across to the corner and I waited…”


  “Henry, I’m too scared,” Arch said, and now tears were rolling down his cheeks.


  “Well, listen, I’m getting to the good part…when I caught him and threw him out the window!”


  Arch looked over Henry’s shoulder to the closet. “You threw him out the window?”


  Henry nodded. “Hey, you know how tough I am, right?”


  Arch nodded emphatically. He didn’t know anyone tougher than Henry. In fact, he was pretty scared of Henry himself.


  Henry read the fear on Arch’s face and realized the kid was afraid of him. Well, he already knew that, kinda. But it was different seeing the kid trying not to be scared of him, hoping he can help with something that scared him even more. It kind of made him feel like shit.


  “Yeah, look, each house has one Troll, it’s like, a rule or something, okay?”


  Arch nodded.


  “Okay, so the Troll we had, I chucked his ass out the window, so…no more Troll, okay?”


  Arch nodded. He believed Henry wholeheartedly about the one Troll per house and Henry kicking it’s ass out the window. Big tears of relief were rolling down his cheeks when his dad looked in.


  “What the fuck are you doing to him?” Chuck asked. His voice was loud and slurry. Henry could smell the beer from six feet away.


  “Nothing! I was telling him a fucking story, okay?” Henry was on his feet, fists clenched at his sides. Sick of this. Sick of being accused of shit.


  “A story, huh? That sounds like a story to me.” Chuck moved the rest of the way into the bedroom. It wasn’t a big room, and with the two of them standing face to face, it was crowded, claustrophobic. Arch sat frozen on the bed, the Troll forgotten; his fear of the closet forgotten. Here is where real fear is. Between these two volatile people, squared off against each other.


  “Yeah, your pussy little girl here is scared of her own closet,” Henry said. He had an instant of regret that Arch had to hear this, but it was replaced with satisfaction when he saw Chuck’s face darken.


  “You little fuck,” Chuck said, “are you calling my boy a girl? You? You’re the fucking pussy around here!”


  “Chuck?” Mary Ellen called from the bottom of the stairs. “What’s going on?”


  Without taking his eyes from Henry, Chuck said, “Nothing! Except your girl here is getting her period!”


  “Fuck you!” Henry said.


  “Fuck yourself!” Chuck said in return. “And watch your fucking mouth around my son.”


  Henry’s closed fist finally left his side, and though he was full of rage, he had never tried to hit Chuck before, and the punch was tentative. Chuck blocked it easily, and a grin of grim satisfaction spread across his meaty features. “Want to fight, pussy? That what you want?”


  Henry felt fear tighten his stomach and then his balls. How did it always come to this? Over that little shit, Arch…Chuck’s real kid. Henry fucking hated that little brat.


  Chuck bunched his big hand into a fist and grabbed Henry’s shirtfront with the other. He was still grinning, but it was more a grimace. Rage and anticipation for what he was about to do darken his face even more, it was almost purple now. He was excited to put this punk in his place. Show him who’s in charge around here.


  Henry’s arms were coming up, crossing over his head, and Chuck pulled his arm back. A split second before he swung, Mary Ellen yells from behind him.


  “Chuck, no! Don’t you hit my baby!” Then she was on him, holding his arm, pulling him backward. Henry stepped back, and his knees connected with Arch’s bed, and he sat down hard, nearly falling. He looked at Arch, and Arch was crying in earnest now. Henry felt a mounting disgust. And rage.


  The rage felt good.


  “The fuck are you crying about, you little fuck?” he screamed directly into Arch’s face.


  Arch jerked back in shock, his head connecting with his headboard, hard. Chuck shoved Mary Ellen back and pushed Henry viciously aside, tumbling him over the end of the bed. Arch was stunned, the pain in his head immense, the tears stopped from the shock. Mary Ellen screamed again, her eyes darting between both ‘babies’, and then she made a decision and started toward Henry–Chuck was with Arch, after all, he was taking care of Arch, she needed to see if Henry is okay–when there was a harsh knock on the front door.


  Blue and red lights revolved on the walls, and they realized the police had been called.


  Again.


  


  Henry remembers that night in particular among the many, many nights of conflict, the dozens of times police knocked on the front door, because he remembers telling Arch the Troll story. Trying to help the kid. He’d been trying to do a nice thing and had been burned by that little fuck. Badly burned.


  A realization moves through Henry that of course it wasn’t Arch’s fault. Arch hadn’t had anything to do with how Chuck acted–it wasn’t Arch’s fault his dad was a dick. It wasn’t Arch’s fault that his dad had liked Henry at least a little bit and then, when Arch had come along, Chuck hadn’t liked Henry at all anymore.


  He looks at Arch now, sitting on the shitty back porch couch, tough-guy punk clothes, a mad-scared look on his face. And Henry is instantly reminded of himself at that age. And then he wonders: does that make me Chuck? The question disturbs him. Mightily.


  “Okay, well, I’m outta here,” he says.


  Arch nods, not looking up. Henry hesitates. Then he thinks of the only thing he has to offer.


  “Hey, you need any money or anything? I got paid today.”


  Arch looks up, surprise washing thirteen years from his face, and he is four again; baby Arch, wanting so much for cool, tough Henry to like him. Just like him.


  “Uh…yeah, I guess I could use some money. I owe Stang for gas,” Arch says.


  Henry unzips the front of his coverall and fishes his wallet from his back pocket. (Contrary to James’ thought, Henry doesn’t keep his wallet on a chain–although he knows lots of guys who do.) He pulls a twenty from the wallet and hands it to Arch. At the amazed gratitude on Arch’s face, Henry feels a small swell of what? Gratitude? That doesn’t make any sense. But it is gratitude he feels, nevertheless. And amazingly, it doesn’t make him mad.


  “Thanks, I…thanks!” Arch says.


  “Yeah, sure. No problem,” Henry says, tucking the wallet back into his pocket and zipping up. “Okay, well, I’ll see you around, I guess.” He tosses Mary Ellen’s keys in the air and catches them.


  “Okay, see you,” Arch says to Henry’s back as he goes out the door.


  Arch sits a minute more, almost in shock, unable to believe what just happened. It makes him feel good. Relieved. And now he for sure doesn’t need Mr. Simonelli’s money. He heads into the house. He wants to grab something to eat before he heads over to the Simonellis’.


  


  


  


  Chapter 16


  


  


  


  Chief of Police Robert Anderson looks at the folder of papers on his desk and then back up to Sergeant Reardon.


  “He’s in interrogation?”


  Sgt. Reardon nods.


  “What’s your gut?” the chief asks. He knows Reardon has a good rapport with kids, a good understanding of them. He handles of lot of the D.A.R.E. stuff. It puts him in both of the local schools. Essex is not a huge town, with just over six thousand residents. Most of the kids go to the Community School kindergarten through eighth and then attend Essex High School. The ones that don’t go through the public school system go to the Catholic middle and high school a few towns over in Cherry Hill.


  “His half-brother has been in trouble a time or two, and we’ve been out to their house more than a handful of times, but it’s always for the parents. This kid, Arch, has never been in any kind of trouble that we know of.” Sgt. Reardon clasps his hands behind his back and shakes his head. “I don’t think he had anything to do with it. I think he really liked those folks. He’s bawling his eyes out.”


  “Could be guilt?” Chief Anderson asks and suggests at the same time, raising his eyebrows.


  Reardon shakes his head. “Doesn’t look like guilt or remorse. He placed the 911, you know. Listen to that tape. Kid sounds shocky, ready to pass out.”


  Chief Anderson nods. It had been a horrific scene, from what his officers have told him. The chief has been with the department for thirty-two years, and nothing like this has happened before, nothing this random. They’ve seen more than their share of homicides, but those were almost always domestics or gang crap, drug crap. This was arbitrary, uber-violent. Not even a robbery as far as anyone can tell.


  “These folks, the Simonellis…they’ve got a lot of kids, did you know that?” Chief Anderson says to Reardon. Chief Anderson knows it because he thinks he’s spoken to every one of them by now. Twice. And some of the grandkids. He wonders if the great-grandkids will be crawling in next, diapers full, to tell him how it feels to lose their great-grandparents and ask what the hell he is doing about it.


  “Well, we’ll be turning the whole thing over to the Staties, anyway, something this violent. Then they can stand in line over there, waiting for an ear to bend,” the chief says.


  Sergeant Reardon knows the chief isn’t as unsympathetic as he sounds; it’s the stress. The stress is for the Simonellis’ family but also for the town, too, and his own family and for his officers. This kind of crime…it shakes you. And just like his officers, the chief makes his home in Essex. No one wants to think some nut job is running around butchering old folks for fun.


  Reardon nods. “I’m gonna send him home with his mom–she brought him in. I guess we’ll wait and see what the Staties do.” He shrugs.


  Chief Anderson closes the file and hands it to Reardon. “We’ll keep an eye out, too. We’re the ones who live around here, not the Staties.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 17


  


  


  


  James thinks he probably shouldn’t go near that neighborhood for a while. He doesn’t know if anyone will remember seeing him around, but it’s better not to take the chance; smarter, safer.


  Yes, he will definitely not go there.


  As he thinks this, he pulls from Mossy onto Oak.


  He just wants to take one more look and see if the kid is around. It is a compulsion he can’t understand and, therefore, doesn’t name. Doesn’t even acknowledge. He pulls to the curb and stops.


  From the street, he can see past 18 Oak Ave back to the Simonellis’ house. He knows their names now. First and last. He’d read it in the paper he’d gotten from WaWa. There is yellow police tape fluttering in the breeze, tied to trees and parts of the fence.


  There is heat in his right front pants pocket, warming his thigh. He digs his hand into the pocket. He pulls his hand out, closed around the object. The heat feels good, gentle but also slightly electric, exciting.


  This is what he found in the garage. The lost thing. The found thing. The thing he was meant to have.


  He opens his hand.


  The object spins slowly, clockwise, and canted at a slight angle. It drifts slightly upwards, about an inch from his palm and hovers, shining mildly. The heat from it radiates in gentle waves over his hand, over his arm. He leans over, closing his eyes, and feels the heat on his face, on his neck.


  James blots his forehead with the back of his wrist, where blood trickles out from under the bandage. But he isn’t really aware that he is bleeding any more than he is aware that he is right now parked in the neighborhood where he killed two people.


  He watches the object spin in its corona of warm, soothing light. It was all worth it. Everything that led him to this…all worth it.


  Movement catches his eye, and he turns his head. Just outside the driver’s side window stands a police officer. He is staring in amazement at the object spinning above James’ hand.


  


  


  


  Chapter 18


  


  


  


  Arch sits on the aisle, hands clutching each other in his lap. His mom sits next to him in the pew. Chuck couldn’t make it to the funeral; he’s still on night shift. Arch thinks he should have come anyway.


  The church is filled to capacity.


  “The Simonellis sure knew a lot of people,” his mom says. Her tone is surprised, like she can’t believe how many people are here. Can’t understand why. And Arch also hears the jealousy in her voice.


  He feels lost, anonymous. He wants to cry, but there are so many people who aren’t crying. He’s afraid he’ll look like some kind of fake. A phony. Especially with his mom next to him, her face swiveling around like a fucking bobblehead on a dashboard.


  He can see the caskets way up front. They are side by side and open, surrounded by more flowers than he’s ever seen outside of a movie. His stomach turns over. He has a flash of how they looked when he found them. Hot bile rises in his throat. He can’t believe this is real, that the Simonellis are dead.


  A hand taps his shoulder tentatively from the aisle. He turns, and it is Mrs. Simonelli’s face but smoothed out and on a middle-aged lady. She is medium height, overweight, and packed into a shiny black dress. She looks stiff and uncomfortable, but her eyes are just as warm as Mrs. Simonelli’s, and she is smiling.


  “Archer?” she says, and he nods. “I’m Amy, William and Antoinetta’s daughter.”


  He nods again, not knowing what to say. Her hand is still on his arm, and he stands awkwardly in the pew, hunched half over and twisted sideways. “I’m sorry, I…” It is all he can manage before his throat closes. She pulls him toward her, and he goes easily, putting his head on her shoulder, and hot tears leak like something molten from his eyes. He feels a tremble run through her and realizes she is crying, too. He closes his eyes and tightens his arms, feeling the warmth of her solid bulk, and he feels anchored, soothed.


  Then there is a heavy hand on his back, and he turns to a middle-aged man with tears in his eyes, a handkerchief held absently by his side. “Archer?” he says, but he says it to Amy, and she nods, smiling and kind of half pushes Arch forward, as if presenting him. Presenting the treasure she has found.


  “We were looking for you,” the man says, stuffing the handkerchief into his pocket and taking Arch’s hands unselfconsciously in his own. He has Mr. Simonelli’s eyes, and he is staring at Arch intently. He swallows hard and takes a breath. “I’m Bill, William and Antoinetta’s oldest son. I wanted to tell you that Mom and Dad talked about you all the time. They really loved you and…” It is all he can manage before the tears roll freely down his cheeks, and he draws Arch to him. He feels Amy’s arms go around them both, and he is sandwiched between these warm, loving people. And he thinks about the times he spent watching them all together at the Simonellis’ house and in the yard as they roughhoused, manhandling each other, and he thinks so this is what it feels like.


  It’s better than he could have imagined.


  Bill pulls back, laughing a little. “Come on, Amy, let him go, he’s gonna think we’re crazy.”


  Amy laughs too, wiping her eyes. She is smiling at Arch with so much affection that he suddenly becomes embarrassed and looks down. She doesn’t seem offended, just grabs his arm and presses it firmly to her side. “Come up front with us,” she says, pulling him a few steps down the aisle.


  Arch thinks he should say something to indicate his mom, bring her forward to meet Amy and Bill. But then he sees Amy glance back to where his mom sits with her false-looking, tentative smile and edge-of-the-seat posture, hovering, preparing to stand. He realizes that Amy has seen her, does recognize her, but has deliberately singled him out.


  Arch is only seventeen, but he has a very adult insight: Amy doesn’t like Arch’s mom. She has probably never met her, but of course she would know everything about Arch and Arch’s family that Mr. and Mrs. Simonelli knew. Having been backyard neighbors for years, they’d heard and seen a lot.


  Arch turns away from his mom, letting Amy pull him forward. Bill is behind him, and Arch feels surrounded, as if by security or an honor guard. And he does feel secure. And honored.


  The first three pews on both sides are taken up with family members, and Arch is passed hand-to-hand like a party guest everyone has been waiting for. They each want to meet him, thank him, and tell him how much the Simonellis loved and appreciated him.


  Finally, Bill is at his side again, his hand on Arch’s back.


  “Are you ready to go up?” he asks.


  Arch is not sure what Bill means at first but realizes quickly: he is asking if he is ready to go see the Simonellis. While Arch had been meeting everyone, he’d deliberately kept his back to the caskets, terrified of what he’d see, terrified because of the last time he’d seen them.


  He had jumped the back fence that Monday after school, the twenty dollars from Henry sitting like a miracle in his pocket. He’d been feeling really good and was humming, and he’d gone around the side yard to the front of the Simonelli’s. He had been expecting to see Mr. Simonelli sitting in the mouth of the garage, waiting for him so they could get going with the new project. But the garage door was closed.


  Mr. Simonelli’s Impala was in the driveway, so Arch knew that he hadn’t gone anywhere. Besides, Monday was not Mr. Simonelli’s ‘outside the house’ errand day. He was probably inside ‘tinkering around’, as he always called it.


  Arch hopped up onto the porch and pushed the doorbell. He knew Mrs. Simonelli preferred the doorbell to a knock–knocking scared her. It was too harsh. The doorbell was a series of mellow chimes that played the opening of her favorite hymn, ‘Shall We Gather at the River’. He had pushed the button and listened. He heard the distant, somehow sad, ringing and waited. It never took her long to get to the door; she was always in the kitchen.


  Arch waited for a full minute and then pushed the bell again, this time humming absently along with it. He was starting to feel uneasy, and it occurred to him how old they are. How really, really old. And fragile.


  He cupped his hand around his face and pressed it to the glass pane of the door. It was beveled or frosted or something, but he could still see a distorted bit of the hallway leading to the kitchen and the green-carpeted stairs leading to the second floor. He’d been half afraid he’d see them both crumbled at the bottom of the stairs. He wasn’t sure why he thought they might both be there; it didn’t make much sense, really. He just had the general idea that old people fall. A lot.


  His initial relief at not seeing them at the bottom of the stairs began to recede as he noticed the kitchen light on, and there was a flickering from his right, just out of his sightline. The television in the front room must be on. It sure looked like they should be home.


  He rang the bell again, mostly just for something to do as he thought. Before the ringing stopped, he jumped down, bypassing the two concrete steps. He went back to the garage door and knocked on the rough wood. “Mister Simonelli?” he called out. “You in there?”


  He jumped, trying to see into the top row of windows, but though the house was lit up, the garage was not. He jumped again, enough to see a long crack of light on the far side of the garage–the side door must be open. That’s weird, he thought. I don’t think I’ve ever seen that door open. I must have walked right past it.


  He trotted to that side and opened the waist-high, metal gate. There were tall evergreens that blocked this door from the road and partially from the yard; that’s why he hadn’t noticed it being open. Mr. Simonelli had told Arch that he used to keep his trash can on this side of the garage, back when his kids were still at home, but then raccoons got into it one night and made an unholy mess. He’d kept the garbage can in the garage ever since.


  The side door was open about three inches. Arch put his hand on the knob and pushed it open a few more inches, saying “Mister Simonelli? You in here?”


  The garage was dim without the overhead lights, but Arch could see the tools lined up on the pegboard. His eyes skated over the empty shovel hook to the weed-whacker, and then he pushed the door open even further and saw Mr. Simonelli’s legs splayed out near the workbench. A jolt of panic ran through him…holy shit, he did fall…and he pushed the door the rest of the way open. Now he saw Mrs. Simonelli, too, spread-eagled on her stomach by the stairs, her legs propped up behind her, one foot bare.


  His eyes bounced back to Mr. Simonelli, and his eyes were getting used to the dark, and he saw that Mr. Simonelli’s head was canted at an odd angle, sitting almost ninety degrees to his shoulder. A spray of something ringed Mr. Simonelli’s head. A nonsense thought went through Arch’s mind that Mr. Simonelli must have thrown up, but then he saw that it wasn’t vomit, it was parts of Mr. Simonelli’s neck and throat. Not just blood, but skin and clots of something a darker red than blood, and strings of something. Then his eyes registered the knob of bone, the glinting flash of it, deep in the mess of what was left of Mr. Simonelli’s neck.


  Reflexively, Arch dug the phone from his pocket, stepping back and colliding with the open door. A gray fog moved in at the periphery of his vision. The scene before him vibrated slightly and then vibrated again. He realized it was in time with his heart. His eyes have bulged so far from his head that they were shaking to the pressure of his heartbeats. He kept the phone firmly to his ear. He turned away from the bodies. The phone rang once and then was picked up on the second ring.


  “911, what is your emergency?”


  


  Bill’s hand circles Arch’s arm above the elbow. He sees the terror in the kid’s eyes and knows instantly what he’s thinking. He squeezes Arch’s arm. “It’s okay,” he says quietly. “They don’t look…they look okay. They look good. You don’t have to be worried about…about what you saw.”


  Arch’s chin quivers, and he clenches his teeth, trying to stop it. He doesn’t want to cry again in front of this big man. His throat is tight. “I…I’m scared…” he says, his voice breaking as though he’d just turned thirteen, and then the tears are flowing again. He brushes them away, blinking.


  Bill merely nods, never taking his hand from Arch’s arm. “This will help. You won’t have to remember them that way. Trust me. Okay, son?”


  Mr. Simonelli used to call him ‘son’, too. Arch always liked it. Liked pretending Mr. Simonelli was his real dad. Now he looks at Bill, and Bill’s eyes are sad, deep with the tears he will shed today and for the days to come, but they are also calm and sure. Bill walks with Arch to the caskets. They are head-to-head at the corner and canted outward, forming an inverted V. He and Bill stand between the caskets and Arch looks first at Mrs. Simonelli. Her face is tiny against the creamy satin; her hands folded peacefully on her chest. There is a slight bulge on her forehead where the split must have been, but it is covered amazingly well. If Arch didn’t know about it ahead of time, he’d never have noticed. A picture of Mrs. Simonelli upside down and surrounded by blood flashes into his mind, and he jerks, turning away. Bill’s hand goes from his arm to his back, firm and reassuring. Out of the corner of his eye, Arch sees him nod. The nod says ‘it’s okay, son, I’m with you’.


  He looks at Mrs. Simonelli, again. Her expression in death as sweet as it was in life. Arch reaches out, tentatively, and touches his fingertips to her hands. Bill sighs behind him.


  He turns to Mr. Simonelli. They have an ascot around Mr. Simonelli’s neck although Arch had never seen him wear one in life. But he knows why it’s there. Probably better than anyone here, he knows why they have had to wrap that scarf around Mr. Simonelli’s neck.


  Arch’s eyes travel from the ascot to Mr. Simonelli’s face, and he shudders with relief, his tense muscles relaxing. It looks like Mr. Simonelli. Nothing of what his final minutes must have been like show in his face. He looks…composed. Arch reaches out, unthinking, and puts his fingers to Mr. Simonelli’s face and then to the hands folded on his chest.


  There is a tremor on his back from Bill’s hand as Bill begins to cry quietly behind him.


  Arch leans over and kisses Mr. Simonelli’s cheek. He never would have done that when Mr. Simonelli was alive, but now he wishes he had. Behind him, Bill’s quiet crying turns into sobs, and Amy steps forward to take him in her arms. Arch turns to Mrs. Simonelli and kisses her cheek, too. It is soft, unbelievably soft. More family is coming forward, hugging each other, turning and hugging other family members. Once again, Arch is passed from relative to relative, and he’s right, it is like being tossed by a wave at the shore, just as he had suspected. But it’s different from that at the same time, slow and gentle, warm and enveloping. Muffling.


  He thinks he’d like to be buffeted by these people forever. Then he wouldn’t have to think about what happened to the Simonellis’ anymore.


  


  


  


  Chapter 19


  


  


  


  After the service begins and Arch is seated within the Simonelli clan, the door at the back of Holy Eucharist opens, and Henry slips inside. He scans the crowd but has no real hope of seeing Arch or his mom–there are just too many people here. He looks to his right and sees a space against the wall behind the last row of pews. He’ll wait there until he spots Arch.


  He squeezes in between a middle-aged man in jeans, chambray shirt, and yellow work boots–probably a town worker–and a pretty blonde. She’s not really dressed for a funeral, either. She has on black leggings, ankle-high boots and a long green sweater-dress kind of thing with a soft gather just under her breasts. Henry thinks it’s called an umpire waist or something. Her hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and her eyes are almost the same green as her dress.


  Henry wishes he were dressed a little better. He has on plain Ryder jeans, a black T-shirt and his leather motorcycle jacket. Fuck it, he thinks, nothing I can do about it now. He’s never been to a real funeral before, only seen them on TV and in the movies.


  He leans against the wall, shoulder to shoulder with the blonde. Better to rub shoulders with her than with the dude, he thinks. Once he settles, he feels her trembling, and he glances at her out of the corner of his eye. She is facing front, but he sees her eyes scan back and forth as though she is trying to find someone in the crowd. Her trembling is constant, and Henry looks down to the jacket she has folded over her arms, wondering why she doesn’t put it on if she’s so cold.


  The light scent of her perfume drifts over to him, and he breathes in slowly but deeply. She smells good. Henry looks at her again, at the swell of her breasts under the soft green knit, the curve of her hips, even the soft down on her forearms. Her arms are smooth but tense looking. No goose bumps, he thinks, huh. She isn’t shivering, he realizes, it’s more of a…his memory is jogged and he then all at once he recognizes the thrumming of her body–that is adrenalin, he thinks. Pure adrenalin. He knows because he’d shaken that way when he and dip-shit Mark had gone busting into houses. What the hell? he thinks.


  “Are you okay?” he asks her, quietly, so no one will be disturbed. Also, so no one will hear him talking to this girl and think he’s a loser, first, for hitting on someone so obviously out of his league, and second, for hitting on someone at a funeral.


  She looks at him, and her eyes are huge, but she is dry-eyed. She shakes her head no.


  “You’re not okay?” he asks and turns more toward her.


  “Huh? No, I mean, yes, I’m okay. I’m fine.” She shakes her head slightly.


  “Did you know them?” he asks, nodding toward the front of the church.


  She is scanning the crowd again. Her eyes shift from one pew to another. She glances at him and then away, drawing her arms up closer to her chest. “No.”


  Henry’s face colors slightly. Oooookay, he thinks, hell with you, girl. He turns to face front, crossing his arms.


  Lacey scans the crowd again, trying to go slowly, to look at each person individually. But she doesn’t have much time. She can’t be late to work–especially not on a Thursday night because she doesn’t work on Fridays. She’ll need her job more than ever now because she’s decided it will be better to rent in the hood like she used to do than to live with whatever James has become.


  There is one medium-sized suitcase in her trunk packed with her bare essentials. She doesn’t know if she’ll be able to go back for the rest of her things. She’ll stay in a hotel tonight.


  She is looking for James. But would he come here if…she shakes her head again, trying to clear it. Trying to think straight.


  When she had finally read the article about this couple, their brutal death, the approximate time, she’d immediately associated it with James’ injuries and the odd things he’d been doing since Monday. Of course she had. It had been extremely traumatic, and the fact that he hasn’t yet said how he was injured, the fact that he has become stranger than ever…she shakes her head again and shifts slightly, realizing that her eyes are skating too quickly over the pews. She’ll never recognize him if she doesn’t calm down.


  She takes a breath. And starts again.


  


  On that Monday after he got out of the shower, he had locked himself in his office until she left for work in the late afternoon. His answers through the door were brief, tense. She’d gone to work in a daze, almost nauseous with fear that he would somehow be dead by the time she got home…from a concussion or from blood loss. How much blood had he lost? It had to have been a substantial amount.


  When she got home that night at almost eleven, he was in bed. Asleep. Normally he didn’t go to bed until well after midnight. The bedroom was dark, but the light from the hallway was enough that she could see him huddled under the covers on his side of the bed, his back to her. She tiptoed to his side and settled gently on the edge of the bed.


  She held her breath, listening for his, watching his chest. He breathed slowly and evenly, showing no signs of distress, deeply asleep. As her eyes adjusted to the dark of the bedroom, she could begin to see his face and was relieved that the injuries didn’t look as bad as she remembered from that morning. There was a large bandage covering most of his forehead–he must have gone to the doctor. She told herself this, but didn’t believe it, not really. James wasn’t one to change his mind.


  His eye was still swollen, still purple. His hand was curled under his cheek as though he had fallen sleep trying to relieve some of the pain and pressure on that side of his face. Her heart contracted in sympathy, and she put a hand gently on his shoulder. She leaned over and kissed his un-injured cheek. Lightly, barely connecting. More for herself, she knew, than for his benefit. After all, he was asleep–didn’t even know she was here.


  She tiptoed back out the bedroom door and closed it behind her. She started down the hall to the kitchen for a glass of wine. It would help relax the last vestiges of worry from her overworked mind.


  She passed the office door but then stopped, thinking. She went back to it and put her hand on the doorknob. She opened the door halfway, enough to peek in and survey it from the safety of the hallway. Nothing out of place, of course. Nothing would ever dare be out of place in…then she saw that the bottom drawer of the file cabinet was open by about an inch. A thick line of darkness, darker than the rest of the office, ran across the top of the drawer.


  Lacey shivered lightly as she stood in the office doorway. She glanced back to the bedroom, swallowing. Then she pushed the door open farther and stepped into the office.


  She looked at the file cabinet and realized it must have been a trick her eyes played on her in the dark–the drawer was closed as firmly as it ever was. She shook her head and let out a small, breathy laugh. She’d really been psyching herself out all day today. Maybe she needed a Valium instead of wine. Better yet, with the wine.


  


  The next day, Tuesday, he was gone by the time she woke up. There was a folded-over note on the table on her side of the bed. James’ handwriting on the front: Laycee. She rubbed her eyes and looked again. He had misspelled her name. A small shiver had gone through her. I’m Lacey, she thought, not Laycee.


  She opened the note. It was four terse lines:


  


  Laycee,


  Stay out of the office.


  It’s personal in there.


  I, James


  


  She reread it. She knew it made sense of a sort, the message itself was perfectly clear, but it had an almost English as a second language feel. Or poetry. It seemed so oddly structured–the words not quite the right ones, but bent and forced into place anyway. And he had misspelled her name again. Deliberately. And what is with the ‘I’ in front of his name? If James was his middle name, she hadn’t known about it.


  On her way into the shower, she crumpled the note up and threw it in the trash. And she realized she was moving from sympathy for his injuries to anger–anger at his silence and high-handedness with her name, the office, their lives together. And she found there was a good portion of anger in there for herself, too. For letting it get like this. For not seeing.


  She hadn’t heard from him all day; her calls to his cell phone went unanswered, but he was in bed when she got home Tuesday night.


  She tiptoed in again, but didn’t go to his side of the bed. She stood quietly, arms folded, and considered her situation. She’d have to leave him, she was sure of that. Regardless of where she would have to move, regardless of what her parents said, she had to put an end to this…it was just unhealthy.


  James shifted violently on the bed, his arm punching out at nothing, and she took a step back but managed to hold in a gasp. He was murmuring, a slushy, confused-sounding stream of consonants and vowels. Lacey leaned over, straining to hear, but because his back was still to her, it was muffled, nonsensical.


  She tiptoed to his side, but stopped at the foot of the bed, looking down in amazement. A pair of pants lay crumpled on the floor, a T-shirt, one sock in an inside-out ball and another almost under the bed…all his. A runnel of cold wormed through her insides. He would never…ever…have let his clothes lay in a heap on the floor like that. This was a man who would make the bed before he got back into it when he’d come down with the flu and decided to stay home from work. Who’d laundered a vomit-tinged towel as soon as he’d wiped his mouth with it–and dried and folded it, all while in the grip of a hundred and three fever.


  Reflexively, she looked to the bed, at the huddled, anonymous form under the covers, and it raced through her mind that it wasn’t James lying there. Like some hideous, adult version of Goldilocks and the three bears, a rapist had found her bed to be just right.


  But of course it was James in the bed. The white bandage gave it away first, and then of course, his face, however badly swollen, was still recognizably his.


  He spoke again, a muttering that wound down to a grunt. She stepped closer still, straining to make out the words and finally, she could.


  “I’ll take it,” he murmured and then grunted, his arm striking out. “It’s mine, old man, mine to…” His arm made that snatching, grabbing motion again, coming very close to Lacey’s neck, and she stepped back sharply. His voice trailed off, becoming grunts and random vowels.


  Lacey decided she didn’t want to hear any more, and she backed out of the room, closing the door behind her. She slept that night on the couch, feeling almost as nervous and alone as she’d ever felt in her crappy apartment in the ’hood. It occurred to her that the gates of a gated community couldn’t always keep out the bad things–not if the bad things had been issued gate keys.


  So thinking, Lacey fell asleep, and her dreams were terror-filled romps with dragons and keeps, trolls and evil princes reciting incomprehensible poetry.


  


  On Wednesday morning, Lacey sat at the breakfast bar that separated kitchen and living room. James was out. She didn’t know where. He hadn’t spoken to her since Monday–she didn’t count his shitty note as communication.


  I think my camel’s back, she thought, has finally been broken.


  She set her laptop on the granite in front of her and scanned the headlines while she ate a cup of yogurt. She’d always liked reading at the breakfast bar, but be honest with yourself, she thought, where else can you set up your laptop? You’re not allowed to put it anywhere else, are you? She looked into her yogurt and swirled it with the spoon.


  She hadn’t been able use James’ office–hadn’t been allowed: that was the truth of it. She had tried early on, when she’d first moved in, but he was so structured. So strenuously neat. He’d come in while she was using his computer and fidget around behind her. If she had tilted the screen to see it better, as soon as he sat down he’d tilt it back into place and heave an enormous sigh. A blustery, irritated sigh. For the first six months or so, he’d tried to pretend that he was joking. That it was kind of an act. But she’d seen through that.


  She’d congratulated herself on recognizing the behavior so quickly but then wondered, what good does it do to know something and not act on it?


  He’d touch everything on the desk, a quick tap, as if to reassure himself it was there and in the right place. A tap for the pen cup (it held no pens; pens were lined up in the center drawer), a tap on the base of the lamp, a tap on the stapler and one for the tape dispenser, lined up side by side. She’d never seen him tape or staple anything. She was pretty sure the only reason he had them there was because they matched the pen cup.


  Then one day he’d come home with this laptop and told her it was a gift. An Apple MacBook. She’d loved it, of course, but then he had said, “This should keep you out of the office.” He said it in an ‘I’m joking’ tone of voice, but she’d been hurt. She knew it wasn’t a joke. It had taken a lot of the shiny off the new toy, that’s for sure, and she hadn’t touched it for several days.


  The worst part was his remorse. She knew that he was fully aware of just how messed up he was and she could tell…he hated it. He was like a drug addict, but his drug of choice was order, neatness; he loved it and loathed it at the same time.


  But now she decided there wasn’t anything she could do about it. It was too much. She just wanted out.


  She closed the laptop, putting it to sleep, and took her yogurt cup to the sink. She washed it out–with hot water–then put it in the recycling bucket under the sink.


  Then she pulled over the local paper, the county one. She wanted to look for apartments. It covered eight towns, including Voorhees, Cherry Hill, Essex and five others.


  She was in such a hurry to get to the classifieds that she ignored the front page, but now she saw the medium-sized headline on an inside page: BRUTAL SLAYING OF WELL-LIKED LOCALS, continued from page 1. She turned back to page one and realized why she’d missed it. The picture was big, even for a front page, but it was of a plain little Cape Cod-style house, so grainy with dots that it was easy to overlook the very far right where an EMT was rolling a stretcher out of frame. Cropped as it was, the EMT didn’t seem to play very much importance, as if the house itself were the story. This headline read: LOCAL COUPLE WELL-KNOWN, WELL-LIKED. At first, Lacey assumed the editor had made one hell of an error, not putting something about the ‘slaying’ in the front-page headline as he had in the inside one. It would have caught a lot more attention. But after skimming the first paragraph, she realized this news was a couple of days old but still big enough to warrant front-page coverage.


  She went back to the beginning of the article to read it more carefully. Essex was the next town over–that gave her the shivers.


  The second paragraph had briefly outlined the original details of the story. The bodies had been discovered by a neighborhood boy (poor kid! she thought) in their garage. The 911 call had come in at eleven minutes after two p.m. The man had been very brutally beaten to death with his own garden shovel. From the amount of blood, the police surmised that the assailant or assailants had lost blood, too. Possibly quite a bit. The article said that the attacker was most likely sporting a very bad head wound–there had been hair and skin found at the scene. They were working on typing the blood and tissue. The woman had died of blunt-force trauma. She had either tripped or been pushed down the shallow steps from the house to the garage. They hadn’t been dead for very long, and the paper intimated that the neighbor boy was probably lucky not to have entered during a crime in progress. There might have been three victims if he had.


  Then the article went on to talk about the Simonellis, their family and contributions to the town and community. Mr. Simonelli had been with the Township for forty-two years, working his way up through different departments until he’d retired from the Construction Planning and Zoning Department. Mrs. Simonelli had been a homemaker (Lacey found that touchingly old fashioned and thought of her own mother), and they had five children, eighteen grandchildren and a handful of great-grandkids. The article hadn’t named them all.


  At the end of the article, there were two small pictures of the Simonellis…one was their wedding photo. They looked very young, and their shy, promising expressions were enough to break Lacey’s heart. The other was also a studio portrait, but it must have been taken for an anniversary, maybe their fiftieth? and though they are very old in it, Lacey could still see the young couple from the first photo. Something in the eyes, she guessed. A hopefulness, a kindness they had managed to hold onto through the years.


  Lacey found the whole thing incredibly depressing.


  She went back to the beginning of the article to check the date of the attack, the day they were killed. Had it been Sunday? No, it was just this past Monday. The morning she’d been a bit hung over, the day James had come home with…


  She closed the paper and stood, banging her elbow on the granite.


  She went to the sink and vomited her yogurt in hard, economical yurks. Then she turned on the hot water. While the water had washed all vestiges of vomit from the sink, she stared at the blank wall.


  Monday was the day James had come home with injuries.


  The water ran and ran, and she let it, thinking. The funeral was going to be at Holy Eucharist tomorrow. Lacey knew where that church was, she has driven past it. She could stop in on her way to work Thursday afternoon, look around at the people, see if anything…seemed…


  She didn’t let herself finish the thought.


  


  


  


  Chapter 20


  


  


  


  Lacey goes to her car in the parking lot of Holy Eucharist and slides behind the wheel. She is still shaking. She can’t decide what to do. Should she call the police? That would be insane. James is different, maybe even crazy, but a killer? She can’t make that assumption based on what amounts to a gut feeling. Not even a gut feeling, more like a gut twinge. A small, insignificant twinge at that.


  She turns her key, and the engine cranks but doesn’t turn over. She turns the key again and gets only the slurry rurr, rurr, rurr of a dying battery. “Oh shit,” she says. “Not now.” Her little Mazda is nine years old, two years old for her, and she doesn’t know when the battery was replaced, if it ever was. Certainly she has never replaced it, wouldn’t have been able to afford the hundred or so dollars it would have cost. James had offered to have the car checked over for her when she bought it, had offered to take it to his mechanic for a clean bill of health, but she had refused. She had never wanted him to feel that she was taking advantage in any way. She had said she would get it done soon, when she had the money. And of course, she’d never had it–no one ever had an extra hundred just hanging around, did they?


  James did, she thinks. James had it and had wanted to make sure her car ran, make sure it wouldn’t leave her stranded and now look at this. As soon as she decides to leave him, before he even knows that she has left, the damn thing breaks down.


  She puts her head against her steering wheel and takes a deep breath. The day has turned warm, the first really warm day of the year so far. She turns the key to accessory so she can power down the windows, and then she pulls the lever under the dash.


  She goes to the front of the car and lifts the hood. It screeches up, springs twanging, and then stays there, shaking slightly. Lacey isn’t completely ignorant to her car’s inner workings. She knows the dipstick is for the oil and where the windshield fluid goes. She even knows the air cleaner and that there is a filter in there–the mechanic at the oil change place has shown her that much. And of course, she knows what the battery is…she just doesn’t know if there is some secret mechanic’s trick which would get her going enough to at least be able to get somewhere to get a new battery.


  She considers wiggling the wires where they are bolted to the battery but isn’t sure if she could get electrocuted or not. She checks the time on her phone and shakes her head. She’ll never make it to work on time–she’s going to have to call in. A wave of black depression washes over her, and her stomach sinks under the weight of it.


  “Need a jump?” A voice comes from next to her, and she jerks back, scraping her hand on a sharp edge in the engine compartment. The pain causes her to draw her breath in in a hiss. She turns, and it is the guy from the funeral, the one who’d been standing next to her. She remembers because of the motorcycle jacket.


  “No,” she says. “I’m fine. Thanks.”


  She examines her hand. A long cut starts on the top of her ring finger, jumps to the soft pad of flesh at the bottom of her ring finger, jumps again and cuts across the bulge under her thumb. It is bleeding but not too badly. It’s a shallow cut. She considers putting it in her mouth but notes the black engine grease and thinks better of it.


  “Battery dead?” he asks.


  “No,” she says, shortly. His face closes up, and he starts to turn away, and she says, “I don’t know, maybe.” He turns back and stares at her, his jaw clenched, hands in his jacket pockets. “I think it is, actually. It’s been going for a while.”


  He nods and walks to her, boots crunching on the gravel. “Can I hear it?”


  She tilts her head in confusion. “Hear what?” She pictures him in a white coat, a stethoscope in his ears, listening to the battery.


  “Can you try the key? Let me hear what it sounds like?”


  Lacey feels her face redden. “Yeah, of course, hang on.” She slides into the driver’s seat. Thinking again about electrocution, she leans back out. “Okay, I’m going to turn the key now.”


  “Okay,” drifts faintly from the front of the car.


  She can’t see him, and she fidgets a little, trying to see under the open hood. She wants to make sure his hands aren’t anywhere near the engine. What if he isn’t paying attention and she cuts his hands off by accident? She’d never be able to live with herself. She squishes down in the seat and peers harder through the break between the hood and the car body…she can’t see him at all.


  “Hello?”


  She jumps and squeaks out a small, “Oh!” He is standing at the driver’s side window.


  “You okay?” he asks.


  She nods.


  “Want to try the key for me now?”


  She nods again. Her eyes are very green. Very big.


  He gives her a quizzical look, blinks, and then ambles to the front of the car. She turns the key…rurr, rurr, rurr…


  “Okay, that’s good,” he says from under the hood, “let off it.”


  She is about to exit the car when he appears at her door again.


  “Yeah, it sounds like your battery. I would give you a jump; that should get you to a Meineke or Sears or something but…well, actually, I don’t have a car. Not here, anyway.”


  He puts his hand through her window. “I’m Henry, by the way.”


  She takes his hand and shakes it twice, wincing.


  “Lacey,” she said. “Listen, I…I’m sorry for being short with you. Out here and in there. I’m just not…I’m not myself right now.”


  “Is your hand okay?”


  “Yeah, I just–I cut it on the car when you walked up.”


  “Here, let me see,” he said, putting his hand back out, palm up. Her hand is so soft in his, he can’t believe how soft. He turns it over and looks at the cut. He picks a small bit of rust from the palm of her hand and traces the track of the cut with his fingers. He feels her shiver.


  He looks down at her, and she blushes. “That tickles,” she says. She smiles at him.


  “Let me see if I can find someone with cables,” he says, letting go of her hand. The service is over, and people are starting to file out. A trickle at first and then the big double doors are propped wide, and people pour out in a flood.


  Henry stands near her car, asking each person if they have cables. He feels embarrassed–he’s not used to talking to people in parking lots, asking for favors–but more than that, he really wants to help this girl.


  Before too long a man in an ill-fitting suit says he has cables, and he comes back with his truck. Henry hooks them up, and the guy cranks his engine. He tells Lacey to turn the key, and when her little car roars to life, she looks at Henry with such joyful amazement that he feels like Superman rescuing Lois Lane.


  He thanks the man and is surprised when the guy shakes his hand. “That’s a pretty girl you got there,” he says and winks at Lacey. “You take good care of her.”


  Henry blushes and nods as the man drives away. Then he looks back at Lacey. She is grinning, almost laughing, and he is relieved.


  Then he sees his mom in the crowd, and he turns to Lacey. “Hey, take me to where I work, and I’ll put the battery in for you. I have to charge you for the battery, but I’ll do the labor part in return for the ride.”


  Lacey looks him over, suddenly unsure. He is skinny and a little ragtag looking, a little on the rough side; not the kind of guy she’d usually associate with. But he did just do her a favor. And underneath his tough exterior she’d glimpsed something…something younger, undefined in the unsettled light of his eyes. She realizes she recognizes the look from her own mirror–he is a person who hasn’t found himself yet.


  Lacey leans over and pushes open the passenger side door. Henry closes the hood and slides in next to her, throwing her a cautious smile.


  “Where to?” Lacey asks.


  


  


  


  Chapter 21


  


  


  


  Officer Riddel sits across the booth from James. He is in street clothes. This diner is busy, and they have to be careful what they say. When the waitress comes over, they stop talking. James nods a yes to the proffered coffee pot, but Officer Riddel has his hand over the top of his own mug. The waitress doesn’t even glance his way as she refills James’ cup.


  Once the waitress is safely back behind the counter, James leans over. “Did you find anything?” he asks.


  Riddel shakes his head. His hair is close-cropped, salt and pepper, his eyes a hard gray. He frowns, crossing his arms, and deep fissures appear around his mouth. He must have had many years of strenuous frowning, for lines to have sunk that deep, James thinks.


  Riddel glances at the waitress once more before speaking.


  “It goes deep, I can tell you that much; deeper than I could have imagined.” His voice is a bass rumble, and a shiver of excitement runs over James’ skin. He knew it. He knew that this was…something.


  James pushes his hand into his pocket, curling his fingers around the object, feeling the hard edges dimple the soft surfaces of his palm. The object begins to heat up, as though responding to James’ touch.


  Riddel’s eyes squint. “Is it warm again?” James would have been afraid of the man’s growl if he hadn’t spent so much time with him in the past three days. He knows that Riddel’s intensity is due to his concern. In this short time, he has already become like a father to James.


  James nods and smiles. “It’s warming up.”


  “Yeah, well, be careful. What if it decides to float again?”


  James nods and pulls his hand from his pocket. Immediately, the object begins to cool against his leg. “You’re right. Wouldn’t want to make a scene in here.”


  Riddel nods and chuckles. The sound of it is like gravel being poured from a canvas bag. James feels warm again, but it’s a different kind of warm, an all-over warm–he basks in Riddel’s appreciation. His admiration.


  Riddel sobers and leans back. He pushes his mug one way and then another. His hands are big, knotty with age and the beginnings of arthritis. He looks at James. “I’ve checked around. Very quietly, very discreet. This old couple…the Simonellis…”


  James’ face gets hot, and he drops his head. He knows he killed them. He killed the man with the shovel, and he didn’t kill the old woman, not deliberately, but still, he knows he is responsible for her death anyway. The thing is, he can hardly remember any of it. It’s like it wasn’t him. It’s like a dream. A nightmare.


  Riddel’s big, rough hand is on his, and he looks up.


  “I found out some stuff about the guy, that Simonelli. He’s been part of a lot of nasty business over the years. That stuff in the paper about his family and job with the township–a lot of it’s true, but they also skipped a lot of things, left out the bad stuff…know what I mean?”


  James nods, his mouth open, eyes dazed. He wants so much to believe that what he’s done was for something…was part of the messages he’d been receiving.


  His other hand, the hand not held by Riddel, strays back to his pocket. He just touches the object through his pants this time. He cups his hand over the small bulge in his pocket, drawing comfort from the iron-clad fact of it.


  “He was involved in illegal prostitution; they sure didn’t put that in the paper,” Riddel says. “No sir, they left that right out of their eulogy.” He sits back, a worldly-wise smile on his face. Just a bit cynical. He is a man who knows what the score is. Who knows how it all works. James looks at Riddel, and he is grateful…relieved to have the guidance. The help.


  “There’s one place, right up the road from his house there, called Perfect Ten. It’s a nail salon, right near that Brother’s Pizza.”


  James jerks, sitting up straighter. “I was there,” he says, his voice breathless with astonishment. “Christ, I had followed the kid, 18 Oak Ave, and he went to Brother’s Pizza, and I ended up…looking at the girls in Perfect Ten…there were three of them, like triplets. They looked alike, and I knew–damnit–I knew it was a sign!”


  “Yeah, it all fits,” Riddel says. “Turns out Simonelli was running prostitutes through there, plus he had a pretty lucrative drug trade going. Maybe out of Brother’s…I’m not sure about that.” He glances at the waitress standing behind the counter, arms folded over her chest, but she stares right through him, looking past him and out the window. “But I bet I know who would know…that kid. 18 Oak Ave. Sounds like he spends enough time there.”


  James feels feverish, amazed at how everything is coming together. The further they get into it, the more it all begins to fit. Like puzzle pieces floating in an amorphous dark, they are finally sliding together, making a picture.


  Riddel has told him to keep Lacey out of it, that she wouldn’t understand. She might even be in danger, if she knew as much as they knew. But even still, he wants desperately to talk to her about…all of it. He has a fierce desire–on the tipping point of becoming an actual compulsion–to see what she would say. And to see what she would do.


  He puts his hand over his pocket, and a question blooms darkly in his mind. What am I, then? The object seems to ask him. James shakes his head. He looks at the waitress and then back at Riddel.


  “What do you think that has to do with this, though?” He indicates his pocket.


  Riddel opens his mouth, but then shuts it and sits back, crossing his arms as the waitress comes over.


  “You need something, honey?” she asks. James stares up at her, his eyes going wide.


  “Your hair,” he says, “your hair…”


  She smooths a hand through her gray curls. “What about it, baby-doll?” she asks him.


  “It got…it looked…” James struggles with his words. “I’m sorry, for a second there it looked…bigger…or…”


  The waitress throws her head back with a laugh. “You’re just as crazy as a bed-bug, honey, but funny! You let me know if you need anything else.” She sways away, still laughing. James watches as she corners the other waitress and they huddle, heads together, and then the other waitress breaks out laughing, too. She looks right at James as his waitress turns and looks at him over her shoulder. She wiggles her fingers at him, then points to her hair and nods. Both waitresses break up laughing again, and the owner, who’d been sitting by the register reading a newspaper, yells over and tells them to settle down.


  James stares at her, confused. When she had bent over him that way, coming so close–it seemed her hair had grown, becoming a dark red. Her face had blurred, as if seen through tears. Dark tears. Thick and viscous. Heavy with salt.


  He puts his hand in his pocket, and the object warms. He can feel it wanting to spin, wanting to float. It wants to be seen, James thinks, but I won’t let it. It doesn’t understand what might happen if someone should see it. It doesn’t understand just how evil the world can be.


  James realizes he has been staring into his coffee cup, gripping it with both hands. He looks up, but Riddel is gone. He must have slipped out while the waitress was pulling all her shenanigans. He knows that Riddel has put himself in a bad spot…a vulnerable spot. After all, he and Simonelli worked for the same town. Had the same bosses, essentially.


  Riddel had to tread very, very lightly.


  


  


  


  Chapter 22


  


  


  


  Lacey is sitting in a red plastic chair near the register at Mack’s Auto, Oil, and Car Wash. The waiting area divides the bays for oil changes from the car wash. There is a long, soap-spotted window lined with chairs where customers can watch their cars. Facing the chairs are racks with air fresheners, oil additives, windshield wiper fluid, key chains, and car mats.


  It is late afternoon, almost dinnertime, and the stream of customers has slowed considerably. The shop closes at six, and it’s already quarter ’til. Henry had introduced her to Mack, the owner. He is a big man, at least six-five, probably forty pounds overweight, and in his mid to late fifties. He had shaken her hand and asked where she got her oil changed. When she’d told him that she usually went to the Jiffy Lube across town, he’d turned to fish under the register and then had handed her a thin deck of coupons for a free car wash with every oil change.


  “You come here instead, get it washed for free. Better deal for you, you send your friends and what not. Plus, we’re honest,” he’d winked, just once, straight faced with no hint of flirtatiousness. “Got the same customers been coming to me for twenty years; that means something.”


  Lacey had nodded her appreciation and taken a seat, flipping through magazines while she waited for Henry. She’d called into work and talked to her dayshift partner, Mary, who’d relayed the information to her other partner Eugene even as Lacey relayed it to her. Eugene had made no comment that Lacey could hear, but she could imagine the irritated tightening of his lips and roll of his slightly bulbous eyes. Mary hadn’t sounded particularly happy about it either–it meant she’d have to hold her changes until next week or do them herself tomorrow–but neither did she sound particularly upset. Really, it seemed as though neither one of them cared very much. Which made sense, Lacey thought, sighing after she hung up the phone. Night shift production people were easy to come by. If she disappointed too much, they’d just campaign for a new nighttime person. Then she’d be out.


  “You can go out back there with Henry, if you want,” Mack says from the cash register by the front door, startling her out of her reverie. “I’m headed home.” He slams the drawer closed in a final sort of way, and Lacey looks around and notices that the shop is dark; closed for the night.


  She looks back to Mack, who is shrugging into a light jacket and pulling on a red Phillies cap. “Got your coupons?” he asks her. She smiles and nods, patting her purse.


  “Right here.”


  “Good girl. Door to the back bays is right here. Don’t brush up against anything–we keep it tidy, but a garage is a garage after all, and you’ll likely ruin your clothes. Henry’ll lock up, he knows the drill.” Mack is halfway out the front door, still talking, when he turns. “He’s a good guy. He gets a bad rap, but…” he nods deeply and gives her one more of his sober-serious winks, “I’d trust him with my money; know what I mean?”


  Lacey nods, not really sure what he means; she really doesn’t know anything about Henry. Other than that she likes him.


  She pushes the glass door halfway open, and the strong odor of oil and grease wafts over her on a cold current of air. The garage is tidy, surprisingly tidy to her eye. She expected calendars picturing half-naked girls lolling on the hoods of cars or at least scatterings of black-encrusted tools, but everything seems to have a place, and each thing looks relatively cared for.


  There is a sharp clank, and she hears Henry curse softly and without vehemence. She begins to grin, forgetting work for a moment, forgetting James and the apartment, and she is taken back to high school and the shop class and her first really serious crush, Dom Vincenze. She’d spent hours, so it seemed now, sitting on cold cement, handing him the tools he asked for as he cursed and cajoled pieces into place. All the while talking with her about the things her friends said and did, the things her parents said and did, what her teachers said and did. Those had been satisfying days and once again, she realizes she didn’t appreciate them nearly enough while they were happening. Sometimes, she thinks she’d give up anything to be back there, talking of inconsequential nonsense, while the world was bolted into place, curse by soft curse.


  Her phone rings in her purse, and Henry looks up, startled. He hadn’t known she was halfway in. In his surprise, his face is open, young, with a smear of black under one cheekbone like war paint. Lacey feels a stir deep in her lower belly. Then her phone rings again.


  She looks at the caller ID window. It’s James’ number. Her current life tumbles back down around her like bricks, and she glances once more at Henry, gives him a small half-wave, and turns back into the dark shop, answering her phone.


  “Hello.”


  “Lace, Lacey…are you at work?” His voice in her ear is frantic, almost panicked. She grips her phone tighter and sits back down in the chair she’d just left.


  “What’s wrong?” she says.


  “Are you…am I bothering you at work?”


  “No, I’m not at work, I had a problem with the car. James, what’s wrong?”


  “When are you coming home? I need to see you. I know things have been strange, that I’ve been…a little…strange, but…” His voice trails off to dead silence, and Lacey frowns and pulls the phone from her ear, wondering if she’s lost the connection. The little counter ticks off the seconds…1:13, 1:14, 1:15. Then she hears him and puts the phone back to her ear.


  “…sure if this is safe talking. I mean, is this an open line?”


  Lacey tilts her head, confusion tightening her features–is he talking to someone there with him? She tries to listen harder, but hears nothing. She checks the counter again…1:21, 1:22…


  Faintly she hears, “Lace? You there?” and puts the phone back to her ear again.


  “Yes, I’m here, I thought…were you talking to me? Just now?”


  “Yes, but I’d rather you just come home. We’ll talk at home.”


  Lacey shakes her head. “James, I have to tell you something…I…when I left this morning, I packed a bag…”


  “It doesn’t matter,” he says, overriding her. “Just come home, Lace, I need you.”


  She feels pulled two ways at once. Angry that he cut her off but drawn by the need limning his voice. “James, I’m not coming home tonight. I need to think about us and about…everything.”


  Lacey doesn’t hear anything and looks at the call timer again…2:12, 2:13, 2:14.


  “…mind about that…”


  “James, what did you just say? I’m sorry, I was looking at the call timer; I thought we’d been disconnected. What was the last thing you said?”


  There is another long pause, but this time, Lacey waits, listening. She can hear James breathing. A wave of cold rolls up her back, and she turns to see Henry push through the glass door to the bays when James says, “I said you might be forced to change your mind about that.”


  Then James hangs up.


  


  


  


  Chapter 23


  


  


  


  James takes the object and stashes it in the back of his middle desk drawer, locks the drawer, and drops the key in his pocket. He stands to leave, hesitates, and gives the drawer three quick pulls to check that it’s locked.


  It is.


  He gets halfway to the door when he checks the key in his pocket. It’s there. But he is suddenly afraid it is not the right key. He goes back to the desk, taking the key from his pocket, and slides the key into the lock on the middle drawer. The drawer opens, and he peeks at the object, then closes and locks the drawer. He drops the key in his pocket with a deep sense of satisfaction.


  He gets all the way to the door before something whispers…you didn’t lock the drawer…and he thinks it might be the object itself, whispering to him, alerting him to its vulnerability. He goes back to the desk, slides the key in, and opens the drawer. But he can’t be sure if the drawer was locked or not; he forgot to check it first. He shakes his head. Doesn’t matter. He closes the drawer, turns the key, tries the drawer–locked–stands, drops the key in his pocket and is halfway to the door when he wonders if he put the key in his pocket or left it lying right in the middle of the desk. Where anyone could find it. And unlock the drawer. And get at the object.


  He puts his hand in his pocket and feels the key just as he looks back at the neat, blank top of his desk. The key is in his pocket. The desk surface is clear. But he can’t shake the image of the key, held in a spotlight, shining on the desk like a grail.


  He grips the key tighter, letting the edges dig into his palm, his fingers. He holds his breath and stares at the desktop until he can feel his pulse in his head. His vision blurs slightly with each heartbeat, the desk vibrates minutely and then settles. Vibrates and settles. Vibrates and settles.


  There.


  Is.


  No.


  Key.


  Except.


  For.


  The.


  Key.


  In.


  My.


  Pocket.


  He resists adding the letters, dividing the syllables. He has to get going. He doesn’t have all day to fool around like this. He forces himself to turn, to pull the office door closed behind him. He pulls his keychain from his other pocket–his key pocket (that’s why the drawer key feels so strange, he thinks, why I can’t get my head around it…it’s not in my key pocket!) and locks the office door.


  He gives the handle three quick turns, checking. That’s all he needs to do for the office door. He’s been locking it for weeks and knows through repetition and routine that it is locked. Really knows. He nods as though agreeing with this sentiment, as though it is something he hears from an outside source, not as a thought in his own mind.


  Then he turns and unlocks the door. His eyes are blank. He hums. He puts the key in his pocket and turns away from the office door.


  Then his eyes snap back into focus.


  The phone call to Lacey had been upsetting. He knows that’s why he is having–difficulty–leaving the object behind. He hadn’t meant to hang up on her. But he’d been getting that feeling, that heaviness in his chest when it seemed that she might not come home. He had broken out in a sweat, his hands clammy, slow drops tickling down the sides of his chest from his armpits.


  After he’d hung up, he’d stared at the receiver. He’d wanted to call her back, try and explain, but he couldn’t. A wave of something, almost faintness, had come over him, and he’d had to lean back in his office chair, taking even breaths. His chest was heavy, but at the same time, he felt as though he’d float away if he didn’t grip on to something.


  He’d wrapped his hands around the underside of his office chair. His arms locked tight to his sides like steel bands. His palms pressed into the stuffed leather while his fingertips found the ragged edge and staples and then the smooth surface of the wood frame. It occurred to him that the wood frame beneath the leather and padding was the truth of the chair. The truth of what the chair was.


  He’d smoothed his fingers over the wood, liking the feel. He’d tilted his head back and closed his eyes, hoping the heaviness would pass. A vision of Lacey had come into his mind, bag packed, ponytail swaying, walking away. Her flip-flops said scrape-slap, scrape-slap, scrape-slap. He said her name, “Laycee,” unaware that he spoke it out loud, unaware that in his mind, he has changed the spelling of her name. He does not like to see her back, going away, the sway of hair, and the shuffling scrape of the flip-flops.


  “Laycee,” he’d said, eyes closed, misery filling him like liquid lead, pushing him further into the chair. Soon, he’d be too heavy for the floor to hold him. He’d crash through. Into the earth, Into nothing. He’d tried to struggle up, to push away from the hardwood frame, and then he felt too light, that he might fly suddenly up and crash into the ceiling. His hands had gripped the chair, knuckles going white with strain. He’d felt suspended, precarious, very afraid.


  “Ma!” he’d cried out, one strangled, dusty croak from the back of his throat.


  “Yes, Baby?” his mom said, and she’d been there, next to him, her hand on his chest. A comfort. His fingers gripped the wood slats of the crib. Gripped and released, gripped and released, a pulsing need.


  “I’m sick, Ma,” he’d said, eyes closed, willing his mom to stay this time, just stay.


  “Baby, are you sick? Don’t feel very good?” she’d said, her hand on his chest, smoothing a large circle over and over. Her hair a big soft puff, haloed by the ceiling light. An angel. A red angel. “You don’t feel very good,” she’d said, and now he could feel her breath on his face. Close, intimate. The tickle of her hair on his cheek. “You have to eat, Baby, it will help,” she’d said, the words buffeting against his ear like dandelion fluff.


  And then food had been there, the smell rich and enticing. His stomach had cramped, beyond mere growling, beyond hunger. A warm sip of liquid slid down his throat, his greedy lips gripping the wooden spoon, gripping and releasing, suckling, wanting more. Then the spoon was gone, and he’d panicked, instant tears squeezed from his eyes, but then the spoon was back, more liquid, rich with flavor. His stomach had cramped again, waking up, and then roared its approval. The hand on his chest, smoothing and smoothing. The red hair, the angel halo. The food. His tiny fingers gripping the wood and releasing. Gripping and releasing.


  “What a good baby,” she’d said, “eat it up…yum…” her voice a tickle, a giggle sparking bright notes through her words. He’d begun to smile, gummy and toothless, and the spoon was back, more liquid sliding down, filling him. Filling him up.


  Sitting in the office chair, he’d smiled, unaware he was doing so. Unaware he’d fallen into a trance-like state. He could once again feel the light, rough texture of the wooden spoon on his lips. Hear her voice counting, counting out the spoonfuls, not understanding what numbers are yet. Wanting to understand the numbers. Needing to. He could feel the liquid filling him, nourishing him, and he slid deeper.


  “One more, Baby,” she’d said, “One more little bit for Mommy, darling Baby,” and he’d opened his mouth to the spoon. The liquid this time was cold, thick, but he swallowed convulsively, and it slid down his throat. The taste was terrible, the smell in his nasal cavities even worse. He’d been fooled again. But how could he not be fooled? He wanted the food, wanted it desperately. He never knew when the change was coming.


  His stomach had cramped again, a different cramp this time, trying to reject the last thing. And then everything had come up. His tiny body contracted with the force of it. He’d relieved himself at the same time. Hot against his back and buttocks, pooling beneath him on the rubber sheet.


  Then it was her hair, darker red and no longer haloed, swaying, going away, and he’d cried out in terror and pain. Then she had come back, and he felt soft cotton wrapped around him, the pressure holding him together. And then being lifted. So rare, being lifted. Only at these times, after vomiting, after the fooling. And then…


  In the office, he drew his arms tightly to his sides as though wrapped in a blanket. A snug, soft cotton baby blanket. The sensation of swaddling equalized the inside and outside pressure. He opened his eyes.


  The object was floating three inches above the desk, rotating, glowing. It cast waves of warmth over him, soothing the cold clamminess away. He was grateful. Relieved.


  Beyond even what Riddel had said, James knew this object had to be kept safe. It was sacred. Something to be treasured. He felt the obligation of it like a weight. That’s why it was so…difficult…making sure it was safe. Locked up tight. He didn’t want anything to happen to it.


  


  He sits in his car, hands tight on the steering wheel. He doesn’t remember the trance, only waking to see the object, hovering, almost as though it were watching over him. Protecting him.


  “You called her?” Riddel asks from the passenger seat.


  James nods, hands getting tighter for an instant and then releasing as he sits back with a sigh. “I had to. She deserves an explanation. And I don’t want her to leave me.”


  Riddel is in street clothes again, and James is glad. It might look odd to his neighbors if they happened to look out and see a cop in his passenger seat. They might think he’d done something wrong. He marvels about the level of misunderstanding that can occur. No one has any idea what he has accomplished. The great strides he has made not just in the past year or past six months, but just in the past three days!


  Well…Riddel knows. There’s that.


  “Did you find out anything else at the station?” James says.


  Riddel shifts and nods. He crosses his arms over his chest and then turns his head to consider James with his sober, gray eyes. “I don’t know if you realize how much danger you were in with that Simonelli character. He was a real monster…worse than we thought with the prostitution and drugs. You know what else he was associated with?” Riddel squints at James, and James shakes his head. “That sick fuck was into kids. Kiddie porn. How’s that for the worst of the worst? I’ll tell you what, James,” Riddel says. “You really did everyone–especially us, the police!–a real favor by taking that old monster out. I can’t imagine how many lives that guy has ruined. I don’t know how you knew about him, how that object you found works into this whole thing, but you’re a damn hero. And once this is over with and we can come forward, I’m going to make damn well sure that everyone knows it.” He put his hand on James’ shoulder and squeezed.


  James feels himself blushing. He looks up and sees one of his neighbors, Mrs. Allen, walking her little dog. She waves congenially at James, but then her eyes slide over Riddel and away as she walks quickly past. James has noticed that people do that a lot with Riddel. It’s like no one wants to acknowledge a cop when they see one. Must be a bunch of guilty consciences out there.


  “Was he involved with any kind of…I don’t know…government technology or anything? That might explain the object,” James says. At the mention of it, he sees it in his mind’s eye, spinning calmly.


  Riddel is shaking his head. “I don’t know that yet. I have to talk to a few more people, go higher up. I might have to get the FBI involved in this, you know. This could be big, really big. Bigger than just the two of us.”


  At the mention of more people, the FBI, James feels a shiver of jealousy run though him. The object gleams in his mind, a mellow treasure. “It’s something to do with me,” he says, not looking at Riddel. “I was the one it wanted, I was the one who put it all together…” the hand again, on his shoulder, clutching and releasing, clutching and releasing. Riddel’s hand.


  “I know that, James, and believe me, that’s foremost in my mind. But it might mean I need to…” his voice trails off, but he is staring at James intently.


  “Might need to what?” James said.


  “I might need to look into you a little bit.”


  James feels an almost sexual thrill of response to Riddel’s words, his lower belly tightening and tingling. The deep itch returns to his mind. He hasn’t felt the itch since he found the object.


  “Into me? But I didn’t have anything to do with it…I just…I just…”


  Riddels’ hand, clutching and releasing, clutching and releasing. “You just what? Tell me, James. I want to know how you knew. How you knew where to look. How you knew Simonelli was involved.”


  “I can show you my notes. I’ve been getting these…messages…for a year now,” he glances at Riddel, trying to gauge the emotion on his face. “It started at work, really; I started to notice certain patterns in the numbers. They matched up with certain phrases, and when I put the numbers in order, the phrases just jumped out. I thought maybe they were involved–my company, I mean–but now I’m not sure. Because the messages started appearing…everywhere.” He feels the itch in his mind deepen and widen, a chasm of need. He feels hot, remembering, recalling that sense of discovery. He turns and looks at Riddel, eyes bright, features pulled taut.


  “The messages were in everything,” James continues, “but hidden, buried beneath everyday things. But once I started to see the patterns, it was like a world beneath the world. And I realized I was being led. To the object. But I didn’t know what the object was until I actually saw it. I didn’t know what, exactly, I was looking for. Just that I had to find it.”


  Riddel is staring at him intently; every ounce of his attention is focused on everything James is saying. His hand on James’ shoulder has stilled. Now it is just a warm weight. Holding him in place. James feels his shoulder thrum against Riddel’s heavy hand.


  Riddel is nodding. “Yes. It’s you. Okay, that makes sense.” He turns and digs a small notebook from his pocket. “Give me more information so I can dig deeper. Like I said, I may need to get the FBI involved. Maybe the CIA, depending on what that object does.”


  “What it does,” James says. His voice is flat. He hasn’t even thought about the reason for the object. The chasm of itch crackles, and James puts three fingers to his temple.


  “Yeah, you know, like, is it a weapon? Is it some kind of spying device? Is it…now, don’t laugh, James, but have you considered that it could be from outer space? Some kind of alien technology?”


  James shakes his head, not in negation just in bewilderment. “No, I hadn’t thought…of any of those things. What information do you need?”


  “Give me the name of your old company, your bosses there. Where you worked before that. Your parents’ names. Where you grew up. Friends’ names.” He has a tiny pen poised over the pad, making his fingers look incongruously large and gnarly knuckled.


  “My parents’ names?” James asks. His voice has gone flat.


  Riddel looks at him, head tilting questioningly. “Well, yeah, that and the other things I said.”


  James reaches for the steering wheel and wraps his hands around it at ten and two. He stares straight ahead.


  “Margaret. Margaret James.”


  “Your mother’s name is Margaret James?” Riddel asks, pen hesitating over the pad. “James is her last name?”


  James nods, jaw clenched.


  “Is that your last name, too?”


  James nods again. His body is tight, nearly thrumming with tension.


  “Your name is James James?” Riddel rests the pad on his knee. His voice is gentle.


  James shakes his head.


  “James, what’s your first name?”


  James opens his mouth, and a soft ‘buh’ puffs out. He puts his lips together and ‘buh’ again. Then Riddel’s hand is back on his shoulder. Massaging. Encouraging. “Tell me, James. Tell me your name.”


  A violent pulse runs through James’ body, and then he settles.


  “Baby Boy. Baby Boy James. That’s my name.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 24


  


  


  


  Lacey stares down at the dead phone in her hand. She shivers, not sure if it is because of the cold air at her back or the tone of James’ final comment before he disconnected.


  “…you might be forced to change your mind about that.” What the hell was he talking about? How had things gone bad so quickly? Or had she been missing the signs all along? Just like before. Just like, it seems, she is doomed to do forever.


  “You’re all set,” Henry says.


  She turns to smile at him, but the smile is slow to appear and disappears after one small quirk of her lips. She glances again at her phone. She shakes her head and runs her thumb over the numbers. Should she call him back? He had sounded so…


  “It seems like I keep asking this, but,” Henry says, “are you okay?”


  Lacey looks at Henry and nods, dropping her phone in her purse.


  “It’s just been such a…crazy day, I guess. A crazy week, really.” She sighs and tilts her head back, closing her eyes. She puts one hand to her forehead, as though shading her eyes, but it is dim in the garage, almost dark. Her lips tighten, and her chin quivers slightly, almost imperceptibly. Henry sees one tear slide slowly down her temple toward her ear. He feels a panicky, protective rush of feeling. This isn’t like when his mom cries. This isn’t ugly wailing and sobbing and screaming. Lacey’s tears look like fatigue, defeat. He has an overwhelming desire to pull her to him, surround her in the protective circle of his arms. But she’s too…she might get mad. Start screaming at him. Who knows? So he takes a step back, instead, crossing his arms over his chest.


  “Was it bad news?” he asks, voice neutral.


  She opens her eyes without removing her hand, and now it looks like she is trying to see him over a distance. She is even squinting a bit, confused.


  “The phone call,” Henry says, nodding toward her purse. “Was it bad news?”


  She lowers her hand and then clasps both hands together in her lap, staring at them. “I think so, yes. I was leaving my boyfriend today. I have a bag packed in the car. Things have been getting really bad, in the last few days especially, but even before then, really.”


  “Bad how?” Henry’s voice is deeper, leveled with concern. He takes a cautious step forward and then sits in the red plastic chair across from hers.


  “Nothing violent…I mean, not toward me, it’s just always been more…” Lacey trails off, thinking, trying to find a way to explain. But how do you ever explain your feelings? It never ends up sounding right. “He makes me feel badly about myself, about how I do things. He’s always…I don’t know…trying to change me, rearrange me somehow. I know that doesn’t sound all that bad, but…” She glances at Henry and shakes her head. She’s not making any sense, but amazingly, she sees recognition in his eyes. Understanding.


  “He makes you feel like you’re doing it all wrong,” Henry says.


  She nods, grateful that he understands, and she wonders about him. She takes in the defiant motorcycle jacket, the carefully held, almost wary expression that has been on his face since she’d met him at the funeral.


  “But in the last few days, it’s not even that, it’s worse. He came home Monday morning with a huge gash in his forehead, there was blood everywhere.” She blanches a little, remembering. “But he acted as though it were nothing. He wouldn’t even really acknowledge it. I thought he’d been in a car accident, it looked that bad. I had wanted to call an ambulance.”


  Henry, who’s seen his share of brutal injuries, sits quietly, listening. Her voice amplifies the shock she felt that morning as she recalls the scene, relating it back to him, her manner becoming almost child-like in her recalled horror.


  “And when I got home that night, and I saw that his Impala was parked where it’s always parked, like he hadn’t gone anywhere that day…and my first thought was that he was dead inside the apartment. I’d fucked up by not calling the ambulance because he told me not to and he had died…I didn’t even stay home from work that day because I knew he didn’t want me to. And I realized that’s the point it’s gotten to. That I always do what he says.” Fresh tears leak slowly down her cheeks.


  A brief tickle of memory whispered through Henry’s mind when she began her story…something about the car, the type…but now she is crying, and it distracts him from the vague idea that he had missed something.


  “Then he wasn’t there when I got up on Tuesday–I work nights–but there was this weird note. It just made me feel so…it was so damn deranged, the way it was written…I felt like I was high, you know? Like, it made sense, but I couldn’t get the sense of it.” She checks with Henry again, and he nods, a slight smile on his face. He knows what high feels like. She smiles, too, ruefully, and then sobers.


  “But that night when I got home from work, he was asleep again. But he was having crazy nightmares…yelling stuff and striking out. It scared me. And Wednesday morning, he was gone again. And I sat down to eat, and I was reading the paper. And I saw the article about the Simonellis, and I started to read it, just because it’s the next town over, you know? And I know it sounds crazy, really crazy, but I started to get this idea…that…” Lacey stops talking and runs her hands nervously over her hair, smoothing her already smooth ponytail.


  Henry leans forward and takes her hands in his. “Started to get the idea that…?”


  “That James was involved. That he had…been involved in the Simonellis’ deaths. But it sounds so ridiculous, especially when I say it out loud!” Lacey’s eyes have gone wide, and she pulls back slightly. Henry keeps her hands in his and won’t let her pull too far back, won’t let her back away from what she is saying.


  “Did he know them?” he asks.


  Lacey shakes her head. “Not that I know of. I’ve been living with James for three years, and I would swear he’s never mentioned them. We’re not…we don’t have a lot of friends or anything. We don’t do a lot of socializing.” Even as she says it, she realizes it’s more than that; it’s so much more than not being social. They don’t have only a handful of friends or just a few, they don’t even have just one or two couples that they hang out with…they have no one.


  No friends at all.


  Lacey looks up in shock, wondering how she let everything slide so far. Of course, she’d left all her old friends behind when she’d moved here with Michael when she’d been nineteen. But she’d made a few friends at her various jobs, or in adjacent apartments. Lacey was by nature a social girl. Now she looks back at the past year, the past eighteen months…had they gone out with anyone besides each other? It doesn’t seem possible, but the truth is, they hadn’t. Movies, concerts, dinners–they’d done all those things, but always just the two of them.


  She tries to remember the last time she’d talked to any of the fledgling friends she’d made. It has been a while…two months? Three? More? Switching to a night shift position had reduced most of her friendships to the occasional phone call, but there were still weekends, holidays. She could have made plans. She could have gone out with them, even if James wouldn’t go. And that, she realizes, is why she has let her relationships dwindle. Because James had refused–slowly, but steadily–to have anything to do with anyone. Anyone but her.


  “What? What’s wrong,” Henry asks, gripping her hands tighter.


  “Nothing, I just…I just realized something. That I don’t talk to my friends anymore.” She feels a bit breathless, almost faint. Then her stomach growls.


  Henry stands and pulls Lacey up with him. “Let’s get something to eat. We can talk more at the diner. You mind driving?”


  She laughs. It’s shaky and faint, but still a laugh. “No, I don’t mind. Thanks for fixing my car, by the way.” They are standing face to face, holding hands, and she notices he is only a few inches taller than her. And he’s so skinny, so whippet-thin; she might actually weigh more than him. She smiles at him. and a smile begins to emerge on his lips, but then he steps back, dropping her hands.


  “Yeah. No problem.” His head is down, and he shuffles his feet. “I have to ask you to pay for the battery. Sorry about that, but…”


  Lacey blushes. “Gosh, no, that’s all right! Of course I’ll pay. I can’t thank you enough for doing the work.” She pulls her purse around in front of her and fishes her wallet out. “Is a credit card okay? You guys take Visa?” She has pulled her only credit card from the inside pocket, and she extends it to Henry. He grabs the wrist of the hand holding the wallet and turns her opened wallet toward himself, leaning close to it.


  “Hey!” Lacey says, alarm raising her voice.


  He glances up at her. “Who’s this?” he asks, pointing at the picture of Lacey and James in the first clear pocket.


  “That’s me,” Lacey says, and then, feeling stupid, “oh, and James, too. I mean…that’s me and James.”


  Henry looks at her, his brows drawing together and mouth opening slightly. His lips move as if he is about to say something, but then he tugs Lacey by the wrist to the area of the cash register. The very last of the daylight melts into the shop through the big plate glass window. Henry bends over the picture again, then slowly stands up straight and drops her hand with the wallet.


  “What the hell?” he says, almost under his breath. He is looking down, thoughtful, but then looks up at Lacey.


  “I saw him. The day…the morning…the Simonellis were killed.”


  Lacey shakes her head. “You saw him? What do you mean? Where?”


  “At my house. He was riding by…real shady like. I noticed because it was so early and…” he doesn’t want to tell her that he also noticed because he recognized the surveying quality of the guy’s movements. The way he seemed to be casing everything. “I was dropping my mom’s Taurus off to her, but I was at the curb in it, waiting for a friend who was coming to pick me up…” He closes his eyes, casting his mind back. Seeing the lights behind him, in the rearview, the slow crawl of them along the road next to him. “Does he drive an Impala? A gray one?”


  Lacey nods slowly, but she is more confused than upset. “That’s wild. What a weird coincidence.”


  “Lacey, you don’t get what I’m saying,” he says. “I live behind the Simonelli’s.”


  


  Lacey sits picking at her BLT club. She has eaten one-quarter of the sandwich and is now fishing the bacon from the remainder. She savors each crisp, salty piece, even as she turns Henry’s information over in her mind.


  She would have thought that hearing what Henry had to say would have convinced her that James had…something…to do with what happened to the Simonellis. But now she finds that even with his corroborating–and disturbing–addition, she feels actually less inclined to believe. There must be some other explanation.


  She shifts, drawing her legs up under her. The booth seat is comfortably worn vinyl with a shiny, laminate table. The entire diner sparkles with chrome edging. Lacey has never been here before, didn’t know about it–it is a tiny diner in the heart of Essex.


  Henry sits across from her, half his French dip and most of his fries are gone. Lacey glances at his thin frame and wonders where he puts it.


  The waitress comes by and asks if they need anything else. Her tone is cool, and she looks past them out the window as she takes Lacey’s glass for a refill.


  “She’s kind of miserable,” Lacey says, pulling the last layer of her sandwich apart, hunting more bacon.


  Henry glances absently at their waitress. She’s probably about as old as Henry’s mom–and she is stout without being fat. Her uniform looks like something straight out of the fifties, and her hair is big enough to match.


  “She doesn’t like me,” Henry says, neutrally.


  Lacey glances at the waitress and then back to Henry, frowning.


  “Why?”


  Henry fidgets with his fries, picking one up and dredging it through the ketchup but then putting it back down. He takes a deep breath and looks at Lacey.


  “’Cause I’m not a good guy. You should probably know that right up front.”


  Lacey shrugs and smiles cautiously. “You seem nice.”


  Henry feels the need to tell her yes, yes, I am nice! Everyone is wrong about me! They’ve got it all wrong! But something even stronger makes him want to tell her the truth. To be as honest with her as he can.


  “Well, I’m not. I was a bad kid. I did bad things.”


  Lacey doesn’t say anything, but she is looking at him cautiously, and Henry hates that what he is going to say next will make that caution turn to out and out warning lights flashing at a million watts.


  “I’ve been to jail for robbing houses.”


  Lacey blinks, and her hands stop picking at the sandwich. She folds her fingers together and clasps her hands on the table. “Recently?” she asks.


  Henry sits back. “No, not recently. It was juvie. We were fifteen, sixteen. We broke into people’s houses when they weren’t there, and we’d steal their booze. Money too, if we could find it.” Somehow, the money is more shameful than the alcohol, and Henry feels his face grow warm, but he continues. “Me and a friend of mine, we were just…dumbasses, you know? We’d knock down mailboxes. Throw things through people’s windows. Key cars.” He looks toward the waitress. “Come to places like this and generally act like assholes. Dick around with the waitresses and not leave tips. Stupid shit like that.” He shakes his head, disgusted. Disgusted with himself. It sounds so bad when you say the shit straight out like this.


  “Did you ever hurt anyone?”


  Arch flashes through his mind, baby Arch, crying. Henry had knocked him down, one of the many times…but Henry can’t tell Lacey that. Maybe someday, but not this day.


  “You mean, like, mug somebody or something? No. We never did anything like that. I used to get in fights a lot in school. But that’s mutual combat, right?” He tries a small smile, but her face is sober. Here we go, he thinks, she’s out of here.


  “Why?” she asks.


  He sits up straighter. “Why what?”


  “Why did you get in fights at school so much?”


  Henry feels confused, like she has missed the first things he said. Or she is ignoring them.


  “I guess…I guess people just pissed me off,” he says and tries another smile.


  “What were you so pissed about?”


  Without thinking, Henry says, “My stepdad, mostly. He was a dick.”


  She is looking at him again, her eyes a clear green. He sees no pity, but there is compassion. He feels his throat tighten, and he swallows convulsively.


  “That’s why you broke things? Took things? ’Cause you were angry?”


  She hadn’t missed the first things he’d said. She was just fishing through, putting the pieces together. “Yeah, I think so. He never…my stepdad…would never give me anything. No money to go do things. I know we weren’t rich or anything, but I couldn’t…everyone had some money, you know? Enough for a slice of pizza or McDonald’s or something. I’m not crying about it, but I mean…nothing? Not even an allowance for chores or whatever?” Henry hates saying the word ‘chores’, it had such a Cosby Show ring to it, and his family had for sure never been anything like the madcap Huxtables. “But just a few bucks, especially when I got a little older. You hang out with your friends, you know? And they all had to pay my way. Every time. And he wouldn’t let my ma give me anything, either.” Henry feels the helpless rage building in his stomach. Any time he thinks about any of this, he feels like that powerless, angry kid again. “So I started taking it. But anyway…yeah. I guess that’s why I pulled all that shit.” He sits back hard, shaking the booth.


  She is poking at her fries now, searching for the crispiest ones. “I know what you mean,” she says, and all at once, he relaxes. He didn’t even realize how tense he’d been holding himself, waiting for her to jump up and run out the door. But she just sits, thoughtfully swirling a pattern into the salt spilled next to her plate.


  “It’s like you get stuck in someone else’s version of who they think you are, right?” Lacey says, and now she is still, looking at him steadily.


  Henry nods. Her eyes are so green. So pretty.


  “So, I guess, that’s how that guy–your boyfriend–makes you feel?” He doesn’t want to say his name. It would feel wrong on his lips.


  “Yes, but it’s my fault, too. For letting it happen. When we started out, we were really good together. I think I was good for him…made him forget some of his craziness, his rules and obsessions. But it was like, as time went by, his original track was so deeply ingrained that he couldn’t pull free. And eventually, I got pulled down with him,” Lacey says. She looks at Henry, head tilted, tears lying on her lower lids, refracting the light. “Why do you think it always seems like one person is stronger in the relationship than the other?”


  Henry shakes his head, disturbed by her tears but unable to comfort her because the tears are for the other guy. He changes the subject.


  “Listen, what do you want to do now? Call the police? I could tell them what I know, and you could tell them what you know.” He doesn’t really like the thought of talking to the police. His experiences with them have never been positive. He’s not even sure if they’ll believe anything he says. He has lied so much.


  Lacey shakes her head. “No. I still don’t think…I mean…it makes no sense. I just can’t…James is odd, but he’s not a killer,” she says and then sits straight in the booth, putting her feet back on the floor. “I’m going home to talk to him.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 25


  


  


  


  Lacey drops Henry at his mom’s house on Oak. She waves and smiles as she pulls away, and he gives her a short wave in return and then jams his hands in his pockets. He stands at the apron to the driveway and stares down the street in the direction her car had gone.


  He hadn’t been happy when she said she was going home to talk to James, but he’d tried to keep it to himself. What business was it of his? He had nothing to do with the girl. Not really.


  He turns abruptly and heads to the house, skirting the Taurus and noting with automatic caution that the truck is gone. He would grab his ma’s keys and head over to dipshit Mark’s house. Crash there again tonight. He’d have to see about getting his own place. He’d been kicking the idea around for a while, but with one thing and another, he’d never gotten around to it.


  Henry had officially left home when he’d turned eighteen. That’s when Chuck said the free ride was over–free ride, what a laugh. He’d given Henry two choices: military or job. Mary Ellen had wanted him to go to college. She was always harping about how he’d been a straight A kid until sixth grade. But Henry didn’t know how to go about even looking into a college–what was involved and what you had to do. He’d fucked around so much through high school, barely squeaking by to graduation, and he hadn’t paid any attention to the guidance counselor’s crap about his aptitude and potential. Henry’d sat sullenly through all such meetings, hating being told who he was, what he was, what he should do. Back then, it had all seemed like a continuation of the way Chuck constantly rode him at home.


  Well, too fucking late, Henry thinks, fishing the extra house key from under the back door welcome mat. I’m good and fucking stuck now. But even as he thinks it, he wonders if he could do better. Ask for a raise. Tell Mack the idea he’d had about changing their ordering process–he’s pretty sure he can get the bulk stuff cheaper by ordering online and negotiating the shipping.


  He navigates the back porch in the dark, stumbling over boots and a case of beer, and opens the door to the kitchen, wondering why the light isn’t on. It’s only eight thirty on Thursday night. Arch is probably out roaming with friends or hanging out at Brother’s. Usually his ma leaves the light on for her baby chick. Henry snorts laughter at the picture of Mary Ellen dressed in a chicken suit, sitting on Arch as he struggles to breathe. Then Henry recalls the funeral from this morning, how broken up Arch has been since he found the Simonellis, and he knows Arch isn’t out gallivanting with friends.


  “Ma? You here?”


  The kitchen is dark, too. Completely dark. Even the light over the stove is off and Mary Ellen always leaves that light on. Chuck had always complained because the little bulb burns out every six months or so.


  An electric shiver runs up Henry’s spine. Something isn’t right. He lets his eyes adjust to the dark, standing stock-still, taking small, shallow breaths. He can feel the hair on his arms and the back of his neck stirring as it rises.


  As his eyes adjust, the details of the kitchen begin to come together. The brown, particleboard cabinets with their faux Tudor hardware; worn, cream linoleum countertop scratched from years of knives; and the appliances which are at least forty years old and in a green color Sears hasn’t made since the early eighties, at least. There is a round table on the opposite side of the kitchen, nearer the living room doorway. It is where Henry remembers taking meals since before he can remember, the dining room off limits except for the one time they’d hosted a Thanksgiving dinner for Mary Ellen’s family.


  He sees that one of the kitchen chairs is on its side. Mary Ellen’s purse is on the floor next to it, the contents vomited out over the linoleum. Beyond the contents of the purse, just crossing the threshold into the kitchen from the living room, is a bare leg and a foot with purple-painted toenails.


  Henry takes a sharp step backward, a barked “Ma!” startled from his throat. He flicks on the kitchen overheads, and now he can see the rest of her, sprawled out in the living room.


  The foot in the living room is still slippered. Her nightgown is rucked up to just past her knees, and her varicose veins stand out in dark purple squiggles. Her arms are spread wide, hands palm up and covered with blood so fresh and thick it looks like red finger paint. There is blood on her face from her nose to the neckline of her nightgown, where it has bloomed red flowers into the soft cotton. Her head is turned, almost looking backward into the living room, only half her face showing.


  Henry stands frozen, his hand still on the light switch. He can’t breathe. Can’t move. He hears a strangled, gargling sound and thinks it is him, and he holds his breath. The noise continues. It must be her. The realization frees him, and he is across the room, grabbing the telephone receiver from the wall as he scrambles past the overturned chair. He falls heavily to his knees next to her as the phone cord pulls tight across the table, tumbling another chair over with a clattering bang.


  “Ma?” he says, even as the 911 operator starts speaking into his ear.


  “Ma? Ma?” Henry says, cradling the phone between his shoulder and ear and reaching out to Mary Ellen.


  “Sir? What is your emergency? Sir?” the operator squawks in his ear.


  He puts a shaking hand to his mother’s face and turns her head so that she is facing up. He can still hear the strangled breath sounds. Her nose has been squashed almost flat and red bubbles of blood and mucous pulse slowly at her nostrils. Henry recognizes a broken nose, a black eye. He takes in the split lip and the large blue knot forming at her hairline. He knows her injuries are the result of a beating. Chuck flashes into his mind, fists raised, beery and sullen. Chuck had never laid a hand on Mary Ellen, nothing serious, nothing more than shoves, really. But Henry knows that there can be a breaking point, that men like Chuck, especially, are prone to the break.


  “Sir? Sir?” the operator continues, neither patient nor impatient, sounding almost like a machine.


  “Yes. I’m at 18 Oak Avenue in Essex. It’s my ma, my mother, she’s been beat up. She’s hurt real bad, her nose is broken and…”


  “Sir, can I have your name, please?”


  “Yes, it’s Henry Savion. My mother’s name is Mary Ellen Savion. We’re at 18 Oak Avenue in Essex. She’s bleeding very badly…”


  “I have an EMT on the way, sir, please stay on the line with me.”


  Mary Ellen’s head turns slowly side to side, and her lips move. Henry bends closer, gently wiping the mucous and blood from her nose, clearing her airway, putting a relieved stop to that frighteningly thick, bubbling sound. “Ma, it’s me, Henry. You’re gonna be okay, Ma.”


  Mary Ellen’s eyes squeeze closed even tighter, and she shakes her head again. Her lips part, and blood is smeared onto her teeth. “Arch…Archer…”


  Henry feels a black arrow of jealousy shoot through him. Still the baby, he thinks, it’s always about the damn baby. I’m here, I’m helping her, but it’s still Arch, Arch, Arch.


  “Henry,” she whispers, as if in contradiction of his thoughts. She opens her eyes, the right one staying mostly closed, swollen shut. She looks past Henry and reaches out. Henry grabs her hand, it is cold and slick with blood, and her eyes shift to him. He watches her iris contract as she focuses on his face. “Henry,” she says, choking on the word, coughing out a thin spray of blood. Henry runs his sleeve over his own face, absently wiping away the blood.


  “It’s okay, Ma. The ambulance is on its way.”


  Her hand clutches his, and he is reassured by the strength he feels in it. She struggles to pull herself up, her neck straining, and Henry pushes her gently back down. The phone tumbles from his shoulder, hits the floor, and springs backward, pulled by the too-taut cord.


  “He took Arch,” she breathes out, almost sighing as she crumples back onto the floor.


  Henry has his hands on her shoulders, holding her down and supporting her at the same time. Her hands come to his wrists and grip on like panicked bird claws. “He took him.”


  “Who? Chuck? Chuck took him?” Henry feels confused and angry. The combination is not helping him think straight. “He took Arch?”


  She closes her eyes and relaxes all the way back, no longer struggling against him. Tears squeeze from her eyes, the right side cutting a clear track through the blood.


  “I don’t know who it was. Some man. He came in, had a gun, and was pointing it at Arch, saying, ‘I’m a cop, come with me,’ and I said, ‘Arch, no!’ and I tried…I got in between them, didn’t want Arch to go with him, and then it was like an explosion in my head. I think he hit me, punched me or something. I fought him.” Her eye opens and blazes at Henry, and her hands tighten their grip on his wrists. “I fought him, Henry, and he kept…hitting me…and…” The fire leaks out of her eye and out of her voice, and she relaxes all the way back, hands falling away from his wrists. Her eyes close, and she lies still. Henry realizes she passed out. He feels for the pulse in her neck: strong and steady. Then he turns and knee-walks to where the receiver lies. He can hear the operator’s voice as he gets closer. He lifts the receiver to his ear and speaks over the operator, “You need to send the police, too. Someone took my little brother.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 26


  


  


  


  James stares intently at the traffic light, willing it to change: go green, go green, dammit. Muffled thumps are coming from behind his back seat, and he cuts his eyes to the car next to him to see if anyone notices. Luckily, the weather has changed again, and it’s too cold to have the windows down. The driver in the next car turns to him, and James gasps, hands tightening on the steering wheel. The driver has no face. There is just smooth, blank whiteness where the features should be–an alien! James’ heart pauses in its rhythm. The driver turns again, and now James sees her features. It’s just a lady; he’d been looking at the back of her head the first time. Her long blonde hair. She smiles at James, and he tries to smile back, but it sits oddly on his face. His body is still thrumming from excess adrenalin. Her features contract in alarm, and she involuntarily shoots forward, almost hitting the car in front of her before engaging her brakes.


  The light changes, and the lanes move. James feels relief flow through him, and he also notes that the thumping has stopped. At least for now. He looks to his right to the passenger seat. There is a gun on the seat, its barrel streaked with blood. James shudders and faces forward again.


  Riddel had come to him with the plan to get a hold of the kid from 18 Oak Ave. Riddel said he would get the kid to go down to the station with him, get him into an interrogation room, and see what he knew about the object. Find out what his involvement with the Simonellis amounted to.


  James had agreed to the plan but balked when Riddel asked him to ride along to the kid’s house. (Arch, thinks James, glancing toward his back seat, the kid’s name is Arch, you heard his mom say it, stop calling him the kid.) James had wanted to know why, and Riddel had again expressed the sensitivity of the investigation. That he was keeping it to as few people as possible.


  “I might need you, who knows?” Riddel had said, checking the gun. He’d been sitting in the passenger seat of James’ Impala. James eyed the gun with alarm and fascination. It looked just like the gun he’d bought ten years ago, before he’d moved into the gated community. He’d gone to the range a few times, just enough to feel like he’d be able to shoot the damn thing should the need arise, then he’d put it away and forgotten about it. Funny how Riddel’s gun looked exactly like it.


  “I’m not going in the house with you,” James had said, still unable to tear his eyes off the gun.


  “You won’t need to,” Riddel had said, sighting down the short length of the barrel. “It will only take a minute. Then you can drive us to the station. It’s right up the road. No one will be the wiser.”


  But it hadn’t happened that way. Everything had gone horribly awry. Riddel was MIA, the gun was sitting next to him covered in blood, and the kid…Arch, dammit, his name is Arch…was in the trunk.


  At first, James had panicked, driving aimlessly, considering and discarding idea after idea. He realized his thinking was as circular as his route, and he’d pulled into an empty parking lot to get himself together. Get this figured out. He’d decided he couldn’t go to the police–he had no idea who knew what; what Riddel had or hadn’t set in motion. Going directly to the police might make everything blow up in their faces. He couldn’t take Arch back to his apartment; he’d scream bloody murder, and it would leak right through the shared walls and into his neighbor’s ears. Finally, he’d decided on the one place he knew that was remote, deserted at this time of year, and out of the elements. And he turned the car around, heading southeast, deeper into the rural areas of South Jersey.


  Much of South Jersey was still farmland, a lot of it bordering the wooded portion known as the Pine Barrens. The heavy forest of the Pine Barrens runs all the way from Atco, just outside Essex, east all the way to the shore and south almost as far as Delaware.


  Because the climate of South Jersey is a northern clime, the growing season is relatively short and farms function mainly with itinerant labor, booming spring to fall and becoming lightly manned through the winter.


  There is an apple orchard where, during the off-season, it is more than a light operation, it is a dead operation. The big red barn–with the grinning, apple-cheeked apple painted on the side–is completely deserted from winter until late spring. It is further isolated by its surrounding acres of dormant apple orchards.


  James pulls off the main road onto a dirt track. The sign is gone, put away for the season, but James is familiar enough to remember that this is where to turn. He bumps along the track, his bouncing headlights picking out rows of apple trees in the dark that disappear into black where his headlights don’t reach. They look twisted and spooky, their trunks weeping shiny dried sap and distorted limbs seeming to reach for the car. James has a fleeting wish that he’d brought the object with him instead of leaving it at home in the office, sensing that it would offer him protection of some kind.


  He’ll get Arch stowed away and then find Riddel and get this all sorted out. Maybe he’ll go get the object and bring it back. Show it to Arch. Maybe that would convince him to talk, to tell James what it is he knows.


  Because Arch is definitely part of the plan.


  The track opens up onto a dirt parking lot, and his headlights shine across the front of a large barn. The lot is deserted as James had expected. He drives across it to the barn and pulls to a stop at a log that designates a parking spot. He is parked right at the glass double doors that lead to the retail shop for the orchard. The glass cases that used to hold cider and cider donuts, pies, sweet breads and cookies are empty, cloudy with dust. A ‘Closed for the Season’ sign hangs askew on the inside of the right hand door. There is an apple illustration below it with a hand lettered ‘See You Next Year!!’ arching over the apple’s waving, white-gloved hand.


  James douses the lights and exits the car, taking the keys around to the back where he stands looking at the trunk. He shivers lightly in the cold. He hasn’t heard anything from Arch in…he can’t remember; but it’s been a while. He takes a deep breath and opens the trunk.


  Arch is curled up, knees pulled to his chest, arms tied together at the small of his back. The tight black jeans and thin white T-shirt make him look small, skinny and pathetic. The duct tape that had been over his mouth is hanging loosely from one cheek, and there is a puddle of vomit under his head. His eyes are closed, the eyelids a bluish tone, and a knot of fear tightens James’ stomach, scrambling his thoughts: he died, he was in there too long, he choked or suffocated. He gives Arch’s shoulder a panicked shake. Arch moans, and his eyes open to slits, and James breathes out a long sigh.


  “The fuck, man?” Arch’s voice is faint, rough. He tries to bring a hand around to wipe his face and remembers where he is. His eyes fly open, and he yells, struggling to sit up, but James reaches into the trunk, pushing him back down by the shoulder.


  “Listen, my name is James, and I’m not gonna…” James starts to say, but Arch kicks one leg out, connecting with James’ stomach. If he’d had his motorcycle boots on, it might have done more damage, but he only wears thin sneakers, and he’s canted at an angle that gives him no leverage. James tilts sharply forward as though he were bowing to Arch, and whoofs at the impact. Arch scrambles, trying to turn over on his back, trying to get both legs up for a stronger kick. James grabs Arch’s legs and pushes them back into his chest, crushing Arch into himself against the rear wall of the trunk. Arch rocks awkwardly, trying to get purchase, and his breathing becomes labored as his legs are shoved relentlessly into his diaphragm.


  The smell of vomit underlaid by car exhaust causes Arch to gag, and he turns his head back and forth, trying to get air, trying to twist his torso and relieve the pressure on his lungs. He gasps a small sip of air in, and then everything seems to tilt, and he vomits again, a large glurt, hot on his face and shoulder, and the pressure disappears as James steps back, trying to avoid the vomit.


  Angry and panicked, James reaches back in and grabs Arch by the shoulders and pulls him forward over the lip of the trunk. Arch lies limp and groaning, vomit dribbling from his mouth.


  “Relax, I’m not going to hurt you,” James says, shoving Arch’s shoulder roughly as if in denial of his own words. “I just want to talk to you.”


  Arch moans again, and James reaches further into the trunk and pulls Arch’s legs forward and then rolls-pulls him over the trunk lip. Arch would have landed face-first in the dirt, but James catches him by his shoulders. Arch kneels, arms behind his back, leaning against James and moans again. He hitches in a breath, and his diaphragm clenches, sending another hot snake of vomit up his throat and onto James’ legs.


  “Christ,” James says, under his breath, shaking his head. “Are you kidding me?” The vomit is warm on his thigh, seeping into the fabric of his slacks and spattered on both his shoes. “Can you walk? Arch, can you hear me? You need to walk.” He puts his hands under Arch’s armpits and pulls him up, glad the kid is skinny.


  “Walk, okay? Arch? One foot in front of the other, okay?”


  “I’m sick,” Arch says, his voice thin, whispery.


  James stops pulling Arch forward and steps away, releasing him all at once. Arch crumples onto his knees, almost falling forward, but catches himself just in time, twisting to land on his shoulder. He rolls halfway onto his back, stopped by his trussed arms.


  He looks up at James, who has become a statue in the dark. His hands are on his hips, legs spread wide.


  “Man, I’m sick,” Arch says again. He feels helpless tears gathering under his lashes, and he blinks hard. The tears roll over his lids and down his cheeks. They are hot and then turn cold in the night air. I’m gonna die, he thinks, this dude is gonna kill me.


  “You feel sick, Baby?” James asks, and Arch feels another nasty twist of fear. He would have thought that he was as scared as he was gonna get, as scared as it was possible for a person to be…but that question, its flat tone, the weird endearment…


  Arch does nothing, says nothing, staring at the black silhouette, as the fresh fear whips through his body. James bends forward, and Arch can just begin to make out his features. James’ eyes are large and shocked looking, and he is staring through Arch but smiling in an odd, off-center, grimacing way, lips pulled tight over his teeth.


  “You feel sick, Baby,” James says. Now it is not a question, and his eyes are staring past Arch, off into the darkness of the orchard. “We have to make you better, so you don’t feel sick anymore, Baby.” He reaches forward, grabbing Arch under the armpits again.


  Arch shakes his head. “No, I’m okay, I’m not sick, you don’t have to…” The panic bubbles the words from his throat, just like the vomit a minute before.


  “Shhh,” James says, pulling Arch forward and up, making Arch’s head swim again, the motion sickness still strong. Arch’s legs go weak, and James bear hugs him to his chest to keep him from falling over again. “Shhhh…” James whispers into Arch’s ear. “Shhhh, Baby, shhhhh….”


  Arch feels the air being crushed from his lungs, and a gray fog crowds into his peripheral vision. He has a sense of rocking, being rocked, and another shot of adrenalin tries to rocket through his body, the flight instinct telling him to go, go, go…but it is too late, he is too worn, too drained, and he faints.


  James feels Arch’s body go limp, and he stumbles forward, almost dropping him, but then bears up under the weight. “Arch?” he whispers, shaking the boy. “You okay?”


  James can’t remember what just happened, how he is standing here with Arch in his arms…he remembers pulling him from the trunk, helping him from the trunk, and the kid got sick or something? Threw up again? James isn’t sure. But he’s glad that Arch has calmed down. Now he can get him into the store, get some blankets or something on him, let him sleep it off. He’ll feel better after he gets some rest.


  James drags Arch to the glass doors and lays him down. He goes back to his car to grab the duct tape from the glove box and sees the gun still on the seat. Should he bring the gun? He peeks over the roof of the car. Arch is still lying in a heap by the door.


  No, he doesn’t need the gun. He doesn’t want someone to get hurt by accident. He stands and closes the car door. The night is very dark, clouds cruising heavily by, blocking out the stars and moon. James takes a deep breath of the cold night air. He feels okay now. He panicked for a minute or two there, but he’s on top of it again. He tosses the duct tape in the air and catches it on its way down. He laughs.


  He’s going to get this figured out, once and for all.


  


  


  


  Chapter 27


  


  


  


  Lacey pulls into the parking lot of the apartment complex, punching the code into the box that releases the gate. She doesn’t push the button on her visor that will activate the garage door. She drives instead to a visitor’s spot and parks, turning her car off.


  She digs her phone from her purse and checks the time. Almost nine. She glances across the lot and doesn’t see James’ car. Should she wait out here or go inside? She shivers and decides to wait inside. Stupid to sit here wasting gas.


  She exits her car and then turns and bends back in to fish her purse off the passenger seat. A hand descends onto her back, and she screams and jumps, bumping her head sharply on the doorframe. She turns quickly, hand going to her head, but it is only Mrs. Allen, the neighbor.


  “Oh my dear,” says Mrs. Allen, taking a step back, swaying a little on her high heels. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” Her little dog, Buster, stares up at Lacey furiously as though Lacey were responsible for the distress in his mistress’ voice. “You’re so jumpy, Lacey, my goodness.”


  Mrs. Allen is in her sixties, trim and well-kept. She reaches out to pat Lacey’s arm. “Are you all right, dear?”


  “Yes, I’m fine,” Lacey says, rubbing the back of her head. “You just scared me. I didn’t hear you coming up behind me.”


  Mrs. Allen smiles and nods. “That’s all right, honey,” she says, as if Lacey had just apologized for something. “I did just want to tell you about LuLu, though.”


  “LuLu?”


  “Yes, honey, LuLu the cat,” Mrs. Allen says, giving Lacey an odd look. “She’s been crying for hours in there…and I did knock, but no one answered, even though James’ car is here…” she surveys the lot. “Well, it was here, but anyway, like I was saying, I knocked, and no one answered. Except LuLu, of course.” Mrs. Allen smiles at her own joke.


  Lacey nods. “Oh, okay, thank you. I’m going in there right now. I’ll check on her. Gosh. I guess that James…” Lacey looks around the lot, too, even though she knows his car isn’t here. “I guess he…went somewhere,” she says, her voice trailing off.


  “Yes, I guess so,” says Mrs. Allen. “Well, you take care, honey, and I hope LuLu is okay!” She wiggles her fingers at Lacey and then turns and taps away with Buster. Buster watches Lacey with suspicion, craning back over his shoulder, until Mrs. Allen tugs the leash, turning his attention forward.


  Lacey stares after Mrs. Allen for a moment longer and then goes to the apartment. She hesitates at the door, listening. Nothing. But as she slides the key into the lock, a forlorn ‘mrrroooow’ comes from the other side. As she pushes the door open, LuLu darts forward, crying, pushing herself into Lacey’s legs. Lacey bends and starts to pick LuLu up, but she wriggles from Lacey’s grasp and runs to the kitchen.


  Lacey turns and locks the door behind her and then follows LuLu, turning on lights as she goes. LuLu is trotting back and forth in front of her food and water dishes in the little cubby under the microwave. They are both empty.


  Since James already had LuLu when Lacey moved in, Lacey had never paid much attention to LuLu’s daily needs. James had taken care of water and food and litter cleaning (three times a day). Lacey has never seen one of LuLu’s dishes empty.


  LuLu is practically stomping back and forth by now, eyes never leaving Lacey’s face, purring in a desperate sounding way. Lacey bends to retrieve the water dish and is shocked by the hair stuck to the rim and particles of food hardened on the bottom. The food dish is similarly dirtied, even more so. Lacey knows that James washes LuLu’s dishes every day, changing the water at least three times to make sure it stays spotlessly clean.


  She gives the dishes a quick rinse and fills one with water and the other with food. LuLu pushes her face into the dish with the food, ravenously pushing kibble out and over the side of the dish, desperate in her hunger.


  Lacey leans against the counter and folds her arms, watching LuLu eat. “I’m so sorry, Loony,” she says. “I can’t believe he didn’t feed you…” she trails off and glances to the phone where they keep a notepad. Where they’d always left each other messages in the past.


  Her eyes catch on something in the sink, and Lacey frowns, pushing herself away from the counter, stepping nearer the sink. It is a bowl. And there is spoon next to it in a splatter of something, soup maybe. Lacey’s insides go cold. She knows when she’d left this morning, tiptoeing out with her small suitcase, the kitchen had been stringently clean. As always.


  “He really is losing his mind,” Lacey says, staring at the bowl, hands on her hips. She glances around to the cat, who still has her face buried in the dish. “Lu…we might be in some kind of trouble here.”


  Lacey glances back out to the living room, but nothing looks amiss there. She goes to the bedroom, shocked to see the covers on the floor, the sheets a tangled snarl. There is even a blot of blood on James’ pillowcase. The wound on his head must have reopened in the night. She looks in the bathroom…towel on the floor, a blop of toothpaste drying on the sink basin.


  Lacey sits on the bed, facing the open door of the closet and gasps, jumping up again. The closet is torn apart. Clothes are half on hangers and half off; others are piled on the floor. Everything has been pulled from the upper shelves, shoe boxes have all been torn open. James’ belts are on the floor, even three of his watches, and she looks at the shelf above–the wood and glass box he’d always kept them in has been torn apart, too. The padding pulled out, threads dangling wildly.


  LuLu brushes up against her leg, and Lacey jumps again, her hand to her heart. “Lu, shit, you scared the crap out of me.” LuLu stares up at her, cross-eyed, and Lacey bends and pulls LuLu into her arms, pushing her face into the cat’s warm, rumbly side. “Looney, I’m sorry for yelling. I just…look at this mess…James would never do this. God. It’s like we were robbed or something.” Her mind seizes on the idea, even though it doesn’t explain LuLu’s lack of food or the unwashed bowl in the sink.


  She hugs LuLu, kissing her near her whiskers and then puts her back down. “I have to check the office. What if someone took something from James’ office? I have to go look, LuLu,” Lacey says, and LuLu turns in a circle at her feet, still looking at her with cross-eyed concentration.


  Lacey hesitates at the office door. She knocks. “James?” she says. The forlorn quality of her voice spooks her, and she shakes her head. Enough, she thinks. He’s not in there. She turns the handle and pushes the door open, switching on the light.


  The office is as still and tidy as she’s ever seen it. She knows that no one has been in here. LuLu meows at her feet, and Lacey jumps. “LuLu, please, you’re scaring me.” She knows she has no reason to be scared. It’s just an office. It’s not as though she’ll find anything incriminating in here.


  Lacey goes around the desk and sits in the chair (James’ chair, her mind amends). She surveys the room from that perspective. Shelves, shelves, window, shelves. Funny, she thinks, no pictures or prints, nothing personal…I never noticed that before.


  She pulls open the shallow middle drawer. Everything is neatly lined up. Pens, pencils, eraser, extra note pads, paper clips…everything an office should have. Yeah, but, her mind counters, even a work office has some personal stuff. Fortunes from fortune cookies, scraps of paper with phone numbers, a novelty pen or two. There is nothing like that in here, and this is his personal space.


  She closes the drawer carefully, making sure nothing shifts. She opens the deeper, right hand drawer. It is lined with files, neatly labeled: INSURANCE, MEDICAL BENEFITS, IMPALA, PAID BILLS, TAXES 2005, TAXES 2006…nothing unusual there.


  She turns to the left hand side of the desk. There are two drawers, an upper and a lower. She opens the top drawer–nothing. She frowns. Nothing? How long has James lived here? She tries to remember. Ten years? Yes, I think that’s right. In ten years, he’s never found anything to put in this drawer?


  She closes that drawer and pulls out the bottom one. There is a single manila folder lying on its side. On the front is a hand-drawn star in a circle. It looks like it was drawn with a Sharpie, something very black and too thick for regular writing. It looks like something a child would have done. A star in a circle? she thinks. What the hell is that? Then she notices the small, block letters printed around the outer circumference of the circle: S R G T . R I D D E L • P O L I C E M A N.


  It itches in her mind, reminding her of something, but she can’t think what. Something from childhood? Who is Sergeant Riddel? Sorry, I mean SRGT. Riddel. Lacey shakes her head and pulls the manila folder from the drawer. She traces the arc of the circle, the arms of the star, touching each point and suddenly, she sees it…it’s a badge. Like an old-fashioned sheriff’s badge, something for a kid that came in a cereal box or Cracker Jacks.


  She sees more careful printing on the tab: B.B. James. Confused, she opens the folder. The first page is lined paper, like from a kid’s notebook. There are even the three punch holes down the side. The horizontal lines are palest blue with a vertical red line making a neat tab down the left hand side of the page.


  The page is handwritten in black ink, but not the Sharpie from the cover. This looks like regular black ballpoint. Across the first page, extra large, each letter the height of three rows, is:


  


  EXTRA TOP SECRET • AUTHORIZED EYES ONLY


  FROM THE DESK OF SRGT. RIDDEL • POLICE MAN


  ESSEX POLICE FORCE


  


  Extra top secret? Extra? Lacey huffs out a laugh. SRGT.? Is this a joke? Some kind of weird prank James is playing on her? It might explain some of his craziness…she starts to laugh, liking the idea, needing the easy answer it holds.


  No, don’t keep lying to yourself, she thinks, this is important, Lace, pay attention. He didn’t split his own head open for a prank.


  It is her voice, in her head, but so cold and harsh–so uncompromising–that her mouth drops open in shock. She traces the block printing with her fingertips. Then she turns the page.


  


  


  


  Chapter 28


  


  


  


  The detective steps out of Mary Ellen’s hospital room, closing a notebook and sliding it into his jacket pocket. He is in street clothes, but Henry would have known he was a cop anyway. He nods to Henry, and Henry pushes himself away from the wall where he’d been leaning since the cop showed up. He hadn’t wanted to be in the room while the cop was in there; it made him nervous.


  “You can go back in. Looks like she’s falling asleep.”


  Henry snorts and shakes his head. “I doubt it. Not with Arch missing.”


  The detective nods. “Yes, that’s probably right, but actually a nurse came in and gave her a sedative. A strong one. So she might not have much say in it.” He smiles at Henry. It is a kind smile, but Henry recoils from it anyway, crossing his arms over his chest.


  “Okay, well,” the detective continues, “I’m going to get this going, and we’ll start looking around. Your mom is certain it was an Impala, she’d looked out the front window when the car pulled up. She said when she heard it, she thought it was you.” Henry’s stomach drops, and he takes a step back, and the cop blinks at him. An Impala. That’s too much of a coincidence. But it’s also crazy to think that Lacey’s boyfriend…


  The cop continues, aware of Henry’s tension. “She thought it was you coming home, I mean,” he says, misunderstanding Henry’s reaction. “So that’s a good start. I wish she could have described the guy better, but she’s very upset, of course. Maybe we’ll have better luck tomorrow when it isn’t quite so fresh. I won’t ask you to come to the station tonight–you’ll need to stay with your mom–but can you stop down tomorrow?”


  The last thing Henry wants to do is go to the police station. Have all those eyes on him. Half the guys in there still remember him from his glory days. But he nods, crossing his arms tighter over his chest. “Sure. I’ll be down.” Should he say something about seeing the gray Impala before? On the morning the Simonellis were killed? Give this cop Lacey’s name? Henry doesn’t trust cops, and he for sure doesn’t want to get Lacey mixed up in anything based on…what? A feeling? A weird coincidence? No, he’s not going to say anything just yet. He wants to check a few things out first.


  “Can you tell your dad to call us?”


  “You mean her husband?” Henry cocks a thumb toward the door of Mary Ellen’s room. Another kindly smile flashes briefly over the detective’s mouth and then is gone. He nods.


  “Yes. Her husband.”


  Henry nods, and the detective reaches out to shake his hand. Henry stares at the hand, and the detective waits patiently for Henry to decide what he is going to do. The small smile is back, still kind, but also commiserating. Henry untangles his arms and reaches out, taking a quick glance at the cop’s face as their hands meet. The cop nods, and his smile gets minimally wider. “See you tomorrow, then. Take good care of your mom.”


  Henry drops his hand and steps back. “I will…and…thanks.”


  The cop pauses, looking at him questioningly.


  Henry clears his throat. “For helping, I mean. Helping us out.”


  The cop nods again and touches two fingers to his forehead in a salute, then turns and hurries down the corridor. Henry watches him go, feeling marginally better about the prospect of showing his face at the station tomorrow. He wonders if he could call Lacey, ask her to go with him. Then wonders why he thought it at all…he’d just met the chick, for Christ’s sake. But he does know why he thought it. It’s because he already likes her very much. Especially when they went to the diner and were talking, he’d felt a bond with her. And that sure didn’t happen with many people, let alone chicks.


  Henry wonders if she wrote her number on any of the paperwork at the garage. He’s pretty sure her address is on the form. He could track her down that way. It makes him feel better, helps to settle his nerves a little, and he turns and goes to sit with Mary Ellen.


  


  “Just sleep, Ma. You need to sleep,” Henry says, sitting forward in the hard plastic chair. He reaches out and grabs her hand, squeezes it and then sits back.


  “I can’t, Henry, I can’t. Not until they find my baby.” Fresh tears leak into the bandages that swaddle almost her entire face. What Henry can see–one eye, her lips, half her forehead–is bruised yellow green, and he knows the worst of the bruising is under the bandages. Her words are slurry and difficult to understand, but the anxiety in her voice is desperately clear. The sedative seems to be increasing her panic instead of quelling it, like someone using her last bit of strength against an encroaching tomb of quicksand.


  “They’re gonna find him. He’s a big kid, ma, almost a man; he’s not a baby. He’ll probably knock that guy into next week and be home before morning.” He wants to ask her who the guy was. Why he took Arch. Those questions career around his mind like pool balls. But he knows asking her won’t do any good.


  Had Arch gotten himself involved with something dangerous? Drugs or something? Henry found it hard to believe, but not impossible to contemplate. He knew that otherwise good people could get caught up in situations beyond their depth.


  “Mary Ellen!” The yell comes from the corridor, somewhere close by; loud enough to make Henry jump. But of course, he’s been jumping at the sound of that voice for most of his life.


  “Mary Ellen!” Chuck booms through the corridor. Stern cries of, “Sir! Sir!” drift up toward Mary Ellen’s room. The nurses must be in a panic trying to chase down the bull-headed Chuck as he rams his way down the hall, bellowing.


  Jesus, Henry thinks, the asshole forgot the room number between reception and the fourth floor.


  Henry stands and pokes his head out the door. “Chuck!” he yell-whispers. “She’s right the fuck here, man, fucking calm down.”


  Chuck turns toward Henry, looking surprised, a nurse holding him by the bicep. The nurse already looks pissed, but when she hears Henry’s words, she shoots him a look of tight-lipped exasperation and turns Chuck loose with an admonishment, “Please be quiet. We have other…” but Chuck is already halfway down the hall, not listening. She shakes her head and turns back to the desk, rolling her eyes to the other nurse sitting there.


  Chuck pushes past Henry but then stops three feet from the side of Mary Ellen’s bed. He stands open-mouthed, hands bunched into fists at his side. He turns to Henry, shock and horror opening his features, softening them, and making him look like a terrified kid.


  Henry looks down, ashamed of the emotion he sees in Chuck’s face, as though he’d caught him doing something intensely private.


  “Chuck,” Mary Ellen says and puts out a shaking hand, and as Chuck steps to her, Henry turns and exits the room, pulling the door closed behind him. He does this quickly, but not quick enough, and he hears a strangled, gargling sob issuing from Chuck.


  Henry checks the time on his phone: eleven thirty. Maybe he’ll shoot back over to the shop, just to see if he can find Lacey’s address, then just kind of cruise by her place, check things out. A deep, almost frantic, uneasiness is forming in the pit of his stomach–like butterflies, but these butterflies are made of iron and covered in spikes.


  


  


  


  Chapter 29


  


  


  


  “I’m going to talk to her first, then you come in,” James says, glancing at his watch. “Give me half an hour or so and then come to the door, okay?”


  Riddel nods. He is only a shadow in the passenger seat of the darkened car. They are parked next to Lacey’s Mazda. It is late, and the parking lot is empty of life. Even the people taking their dogs on one last nighttime pee stroll have gone, tucked in for the night.


  James nods too and then turns to face the apartment. “I’ll show her the object, then she’ll understand. Maybe she’ll go back with us to talk to Arch…she might be able to help us find out what he knows.”


  Riddel nods again, the movement so slight it could almost be a trick of the light from the parking lot lamps shining through tree limbs shaken lightly by the nighttime breeze.


  “I know it didn’t go how you planned,” James says, “but it is what it is. I think we can still salvage the situation. It’s just a matter of…getting some more people involved…getting things…out in the open.”


  This time Riddel doesn’t nod.


  


  


  


  Chapter 30


  


  


  


  The surface of James’ desk is covered in notebook paper, and a few sheets have fallen, unnoticed, to the floor. Lacey sits back in the chair, staring straight ahead, a page grasped in her hand. She is trying to digest everything she has read, trying to understand.


  The report–if that’s what it is–is about James. A handwritten detail of his infancy and childhood and history that he has never discussed with her. At first, as Lacey had skimmed through the pages, she’d thought again that it must be an elaborate prank, a joke funny to James because of his somewhat twisted view on the world. It is written from the perspective of this Riddel character, but the entire thing is in James’ handwriting.


  Each page has across the top, neatly block printed, FROM THE DESK OF SRGT. RIDDEL • POLICE MAN. The first page begins


  May 13, 2009


  Investigation re: the ‘OBJECT’


  This report is for authorized personnel only. It is a Federal offense to read, copy or disseminate in any fashion the information found herein. Violators will be prosecuted to the highest extent of the law.


  This investigation begins concerning an incident which occurred on May 9, 2009, in which I discovered a motorist idling suspiciously near a recent crime scene. Said motorist was discovered to be in possession of an object of unknown origin. I engaged the motorist in conversation with the intent of discerning the nature of the object which he possessed. The motorist’s driver’s license identified him as James. James showed me the object and explained in detail the circumstances that had led him to the discovery of the object.


  After careful mental examination of the details of his account, plus the evidence inherit in the object itself, I decided to go undercover and help James discover the source of the messages that had led him to the object.


  Please refer at this time to my folder referencing William and Antoinella Simonelli and the things I discovered about the nefarious underhanded dealings purported by William Simonelli. I am stating here as FACT and TRUE that although James did kill William Simonelli–and I can’t emphasize this enough–it was an act of SELF-DEFENSE. And also, by James’ word, which I believe one hundred %, Antoinella Simonelli fell and basically died from the fall. Which James did not intend, but which was probably more William Simonelli’s fault anyway for being involved in criminal activities in the first place.


  FROM THE DESK OF SRGT. RIDDEL • POLICE MAN


  I felt it necessary to go undercover in my investigation and to keep James’ involvement in the Simonellis deaths under wraps until such time as I can determine who is involved and who is not involved in the origins of the object. Here are my thoughts SO FAR as to what, exactly, the object is and/or where it came from:


  something from outer space re: ALIEN technology


  something secret from our government


  something secret from a FOREIGN power


  that it is a weapon!


  that it contains knowledge of an alien nature


  James was alerted to the existence of the object through a series of encoded messages which began to appear at his work place and in the general public. Through this series of seemingly unrelated messages, James was able to discover (LED?? to discover?) that the object was being held by William Simonelli for purposes unknown. James was tasked with retrieving the object and did so by entering the garage of the Simonelli home. He tried to do this in as discreet a manner as possible, but was discovered in the course of his actions by William Simonelli.


  Simonelli did attack James without provocation upon finding him in the garage. It is James’ feeling that the attack occurred BECAUSE Simonelli knew that James was searching for the object with the intention of liberating it, and Simonelli was tasked with hiding (in a nefarious fashion) the object from whoever it is that tasked James with finding it. That is when the death of William and the unfortunate death of Antoinella occurred. Although, since she was married to him, she must have had SOME idea of his criminal activity (re: see my folder on the Simonellis.)


  FROM THE DESK OF SRGT. RIDDEL • POLICE MAN


  In the interest of discovering the NATURE of the object, I decided to research James himself (with his permission) to see if it was something in his past which marked him as the ideal candidate to be the finder and champion of the object.


  The following are the results of my investigation:


  Actual true name of subject is (as evidenced on a birth certificate):


  Baby Boy James


  Born: June 6, 1978, Middletown, New Jersey, at Grace Mercy Presbyterian Hospital


  Mother: Margaret James


  Father: n/a


  The first four years of Baby Boy James’ life were unusual in that the baby’s mother (Margaret) seemed to feel the baby was suffering from something ongoing and of a chronic nature, either a disease or a failure of the baby’s immune system. These were (according to her, via various reports) the reasons the child was so often sick.


  IF Baby Boy James was NOT suffering from some long-term debilitating disease or ANY sort of genetic disorder, then it becomes oddly telling that the amount of dr.s visits and e.r. visits would not have been pieced together sooner by someone in authority, that Baby Boy would be allowed to suffer at the hands of his biological mother. It would seem that Baby Boy had been let down by a system that did not seem terribly interested in the suffering of one small baby. OR, it was preparatory TO and necessary FOR his education to become such as he is for the EXPRESS PURPOSE of being a clean conduit to find the object and take possession of it.


  And because it is evidenced that Baby Boy James did indeed grow to adulthood (relatively free from disease or illness otherwise) then I would have to conclude that he WAS failed, and in precisely such a manner, OR it was PREORDAINED.


  FROM THE DESK OF SRGT. RIDDEL • POLICE MAN


  Following are the SUMMATIONS ONLY of the dr.s visits and e.r. visits perpetrated on Baby Boy James by Margaret. For the more detailed sheets, admittance forms, prescriptions written, after care details, etc., see folder re: Medical Breakdown Breakdown (the second ‘breakdown’ referring to the ‘breakdown’ of the system regarding the baby–haha).


  Btwn June 6, 1978, and August 8, 1982, there are a total of:


  9 (NINE) ambulance/911 calls involving subject related to: violent vomiting sometimes accompanied by blood, loss of consciousness, fevers of unknown origin, blood in the stool and/or urine


  16 (SIXTEEN) non-ambulance trips to various emergency rooms involving subject: violent vomiting, fever of unknown origin, rash, blood in the stool or urine, sores of unknown origin, possible allergic reactions


  27 (TWENTY SEVEN) doctor visits (various practitioners) relating to: unexplained rashes, stomach pains/vomiting, fainting or otherwise appearing to have ‘passed out’, unexplained bruising, weight loss/failure to gain weight, sores and/or fevers of unknown origin


  On August 8 of 1982, Baby Boy James was removed from his mother’s home and placed in the foster care system in New Jersey. Margaret James was charged with endangering the welfare of a child, intent to endanger a child, causing serious bodily harm to a child, and remanded to custody at Pine Hollows Psychiatric Hospital. (for more information, see my folder re: MARGARET JAMES)


  FROM THE DESK OF SRGT. RIDDEL • POLICE MAN


  James was then put into various foster care homes, none of which are particularly remarkable especially in light of the unimaginable cruelty of the first four years of James’ life. He was adopted in his sixth year by Ron and Belinda Smith who changed his name through official channels from Baby Boy James to James Smith. The Smiths died in a car accident when James was fourteen (see my folder re: Ron and Belinda Smith). Ron and Belinda had no other family willing to take custody of James. From that time, he was remanded back into the foster care system but was unable to be placed in either a temporary care home or a permanent


  It is there that Lacey stops reading. She shuffles through the remaining pages and finds notes on the first place he’d worked, the second, the third and final place. Notes about the cars he’d owned, the amount he’d paid in monthly rent for various apartments, vacations and where he’d gone, stores he frequented, landlords’ names, bosses’ names, co-workers’ names, neighbors’ names…pages and pages that equaled a rough outline of the life of an average thirty-one-year-old American male.


  She goes back to the beginning to the first few pages and rereads them. She feels as though she can’t get the information on the page to sink into her mind–to jell in some fashion that would make sense with her version–her idea–of James.


  Her mind keeps swerving to the excuse that it is a joke, a story, maybe even something he’d done for fun. But why? What would be fun about confessing to murder? To making up a babyhood of unimaginable torture at the hands of an insane mother?


  Lacey pauses, sitting back. What had James ever said about his family? The truth is, he’d never said very much. Lacey had known he was adopted, but without the knowledge of time frames, she’d always pictured an infant James handed over to a young couple eager to raise a baby of their own. She’d never thought that he’d been what? Five? Six?–she checks the notes again–six. Six when he’d been adopted by the Smiths. And his original name was Baby Boy? As in–his mother had never actually named him?


  Lacey can’t wrap her mind around the idea of a woman having a baby, never naming it, and torturing it for four years. Could this really be James’ history? And why was he writing from the viewpoint of someone named Riddel?


  She goes back to the part about the Simonellis. Her heart sinks into her stomach and burns there. You have to get out of here, girl, she thinks, he’s dangerous. He actually killed those people. She tries to lift her arms, but can’t do it. She is overcome by a depression so heavy it feels like molten lead in her bones. She opens her hand, and the paper she holds drifts out and onto the floor.


  I’ve done it again, she thinks, fooled myself, willingly pulled on the blinders. But it’s so much worse this time. So much worse. This isn’t just some sad break-up, Lacey realizes. Her life is in danger, and she’s sitting in James’ office, and he could be home any…


  “Lacey?”


  It is James’ voice, from the front of the apartment near the door. Lacey freezes, her heart hammering so hard in her chest she can feel it in her eyes. She is facing the office door; it is wide open.


  “Lace? You here?” he says, closer now, in the hall. His voice is almost a whisper, as if being cautious in case she is sleeping. “Lacey?”


  She finally gets her legs under her and pushes herself up off the chair. She takes a deep, gasping breath and wonders briefly how long she’d been holding it. White spots dance at the edges of her sight. She feels lightheaded as she rises, almost hollow with fear.


  She is standing, hands on the desk to steady herself, her mind screaming uselessly–Too late! Too late! You’re gonna die! Too late!–when James appears in the office doorway. He smiles at her, but a split second later, his eyes go to the papers scattered on the desk and the floor.


  An insane mix of emotions crosses his face so quickly that Lacey feels nauseous trying to decipher them. Confusion, anger, embarrassment, and then…the embarrassment seems to melt into bashfulness, and James puts his head down, clasps his hands behind his back. A small smile forms on his lips, and then he looks up at her from under his eyelashes, coquettishly…and his smile becomes wider.


  “You found Sergeant Riddel’s file about me,” he says. It is a statement, not a question, but there is an undeniable thread of flirtatious amusement in his voice.


  “James…” she says, but that is all she can manage. She sits back in the chair, collapses back in it as her knees give out. Concern washes over James’ face, and he hurries around the desk to her, carefully stepping over the papers that have drifted like wayward feathers onto the carpet.


  “Lace, baby, are you okay?” he asks. He reaches for her hand, and she pulls it away, pulls it into her chest. She grasps it with her other hand, trying to cover the movement, make it seem as though that was what she’d intended to do anyway. Then she lowers her hands to her lap.


  James’ brows draw together but not in anger. He is perplexed. He looks around at the papers and then bends to retrieve the ones closest to him. He places them on the desk. Then he looks at Lacey. “You did read them, right?” The confusion breaks his voice, gives it an adolescent, upward twist.


  Lacey nods. She can’t tear her gaze away from his. She feels like a rabbit held in place by bright headlights, unable to save herself from onrushing doom.


  “Then…you understand…what happened.” James squints at her and tilts his head, questioningly. Lacey nods. A bare movement of her head once down, once up. She is aware that her mouth is open, her eyes nearly dry from not blinking, burning from the air.


  James shakes his head and sighs. He turns and starts around the desk, gathering the other papers. He brings them to the desk and pulls the folder over so he can order the papers back into the file.


  “You know, when I told Riddel that I wanted to tell you everything, he told me not to,” he says and then pauses in his paper shuffling to glance at her. “I hope I wasn’t wrong.”


  Lacey shakes her head, once left, once right, feeling hypnotized. “No…you weren’t wrong,” she says. Her voice is as faint as she feels. “Who…who is Riddel?”


  “Sergeant Riddel, of the Essex Police Force. He’s outside. I told him to give us some time. But you’ll meet him in a minute,” James says. He looks at her, and he is clear-eyed, calm.


  “He’s outside? He’s here?” Lacey says.


  James nods, a slight smile crossing over his features. “Yeah. He wants to meet you. Explain some more of this.” He indicates the file. “Everything that’s going on.”


  Lacey feels dazed, punch drunk. She shakes her head again. “But James, this is your…it’s your handwriting. You wrote this.”


  He frowns and glances at the papers in front of him. Then he nods, slightly. “It looks like my handwriting, I guess, a little. But I didn’t write it, Lace. Riddel did. He’s investigating the whole thing.” James looks at her, and his smile widens, but tears are gathering at the edges of his lower lids. He kneels and reaches for her, taking her hands in his. “Everything that’s been going on this past year…all the things I’ve been seeing that, quite frankly, I thought were signs of impending insanity…aren’t! There is something going on, and this proves it.” He pats the folder with one hand and then clasps her hands in his again, squeezing. “I should have said something sooner. I realize that now. But I was just so unsure…” the tears fall over his lashes and roll down his cheeks.


  Lacey feels a pull, and she shakes her head again. “Riddel is a real cop? He’s really investigating this whole thing?”


  James nods, his smile getting wider. “He’s helping me, Lace, so everyone can know the truth.”


  “But the Simonellis…they were murdered, James. You didn’t really have anything to do with that, did you?”


  He lowers his head but not before Lacey catches the barest hint of a smile cross his lips. Unless she imagined it. He is crying harder, nearly sobbing.


  “It was awful, Lacey, just terrible. That guy, William…he tried to kill me! I was in his garage, that’s true, but when he knew what I’d come there for…he just went crazy, and he tried to kill me, and I just struck back in self-defense, and then the old lady, she came out and stumbled or something…I’m not even sure, he might have pushed her…and she died…” He is crying much harder now, the words choking out of him. Lacey’s instinct is to pull him to her, to comfort him, but she resists it. She wants to believe him, she wants to but…


  “James, how did you know? That this…object…was in his garage? I don’t see how…”


  He smiles and squeezes her hands again. Then he wipes under his eyes and brushes his sleeve across his nose. He sits back on his haunches. “There were signs. Messages. I was led to it.”


  James’ irises are nearly black, shining brightly with refracted tears. He puts his hands on his thighs and straightens in one easy movement. Then he puts his hands on his hips, a small smile playing over his lips, one eyebrow cocking up slightly. “Want to see it?”


  Lacey looks up at him, still dazed, almost…almost believing. She wants so badly to believe. She nods.


  James’ smile gets wider, and he pulls her–chair and all–back from the desk. He bends over the middle drawer and opens it, forgetting to use his key–forgetting, in fact, that there is no key. That this drawer doesn’t lock and never has. He reaches to the back, fishing, fishing, and pulls his hand out, closed protectively over…something.


  James feels the heat in his palm, in the curve of his fingers. He sees everything coming to rights. He knows Laycee will be just as amazed as he was, as Riddel was. Laycee will see that everything is going according to plan. Then she can help him…finish it.


  He opens his hand.


  Lacey gasps and pushes herself further back in the chair. She is frozen, trembling in awe. Tears of joy spill down her cheeks, and James feels an overwhelming wave of love for her, for Riddel, for Archer, for the object…for everything…because it’s almost done now.


  


  


  


  Chapter 31


  


  


  


  Lacey had leaned slightly forward when James brought his hand from the desk. She feels her salvation and her ruination hanging in the space surrounding his closed fist. She looks into his calm, shining eyes. His grin widens, becomes a smile, then it overbalances and becomes a tight grimace…and he opens his hand.


  A small child’s toy–a tin top–lies rusty and dented in his palm. It had been William Simonelli’s when he was a child. He had not been an excessively sentimental man, but his mother had given him this toy, and William could remember playing with it for hours on end as she cooked, cleaned, talked with her girlfriends, served his father meals, and finally as she lay in bed, dying in her twenty-seventh year of life. He can remember spinning and spinning the top, listening as the doctor said ‘nothing more to do’ to his father. And he can remember holding the top in his pocket, his small fingers grasping it desperately as they lowered her casket into the ground. William had never been able to part with it, and it had spent the last forty or so years in his garage, in a special box on his workbench. He’d made the box by hand, putting it together with small, leftover strips of mahogany, and then polishing it until it glowed mellowly in the dim garage light. From time to time, he’d thought about giving it over to his children, but then he’d look at his children’s toys–cars and trucks, games, toy guns, toy horses, Barbies, tractors, Legos, coloring books, markers–and he’d consider the humble tin top and decide that might be a bad idea, after all. When he died, no one knew the top was missing because no one knew it existed except for Antoinella, and of course, Antoinella was dead, too.


  Lacey doesn’t know any of this, but she knows with final and unshakable surety that James has lost his mind. And she knows, too, that she is in deep, deep trouble.


  Tears roll down her cheeks as terror thrums through her body, tightening her muscles, pushing her back in the chair. She glances up at James, the brief thought that maybe this, this is the punch line to his elaborate joke is wiped from her mind when she beholds his straining, grinning face. His eyes protrude, and his lips are stretched so wide over his teeth that she can see small splits where his skin is ripping. The tendons in his neck are tight, and deep shadows appear between them, making him appear lizard-like. His hair is disheveled, greasy, and pulled every which way. His shirt is spotted with stains, and his armpits are ringed where sweat had dried and run and dried again. She sees everything. She sees it all.


  His frantic gaze has been locked onto the rusty toy in his hand, but now his eyes shift to hers. His expression of a joy so profound that it has burned up his brain falters slightly, and he takes a short step toward her.


  “You see? You see now?” he asks, holding his hand higher, closer to her face. Lacey senses the impatience in his eyes and voice is one shaky step from tumbling into full-blown rage. She nods her head, still staring into his eyes, frozen in her terror.


  Concern and fear come into his eyes, and he almost looks like himself. “Lacey? Don’t be afraid…it won’t hurt you, I promise.”


  She nods again, her eyes still not leaving his, and now impatience draws his features down. “Lacey, dammit. What are you so afraid of? Look at it…it’s proof! Don’t you understand? It’s proof that…that…” His eyes close, and his free hand pinches the bridge of his nose. He pinches savagely, his forefinger and thumb seeming to disappear into the tight nest of skin as his brows pull down. His voice is furry, deep and quiet. “I don’t understand why you’re so…being so…stubborn about this. I said I had proof, and I show you proof, and you sit there like it’s…like it’s…something I made up! Something not real!” His voice has escalated into a shout, and he pulls his hand away from his eyes. There are red spots where he was pinching, and a small crescent of blood has appeared at the inner corner of his eye where his fingernail pierced the skin. Lacey watches as a drop of blood gathers and then rolls slowly from his eye, tracking the side of his nose and then rolling into the groove next to his nostril. She thinks she might be going crazy, too, and a small part of her wishes it were so. Wishes she could just believe with the same conviction James has. Because that would make it all true in a way, wouldn’t it?


  James sees the indecision in her face and relief softens his features. He wipes briefly at the blood tear and then glances distractedly at his red finger. “I know what else will convince you. I’ll go get Riddel…when you hear it from him, it will all make more sense. Then the three of us can go see Archer together.”


  He puts the top into his front pants pocket, carefully, reverentially, the tip of his tongue caught between his teeth. “I’m so afraid of breaking it,” he says and glances at Lacey, an embarrassed grin on his face. “I don’t know why, I mean…it must be indestructible…everything it’s gone through…all the pressure while it was hidden away, waiting for me…to find it.”


  He pats the outside of his pocket and then goes to the office doorway and turns to look at Lacey. “I’ll be back in just a sec, he’s right outside in my car. He’ll tell you. Everything is going to be fine,” he says and starts out the door. He hesitates and turns back again, looking at Lacey with consideration, his head tilted slightly. “I hope I didn’t make a mistake, Lay-cee, telling you all this. I mean, you wouldn’t…work against me, right? You love me too much to do something like that, don’t you, Lay-cee?”


  “I wouldn’t do anything against you, James,” Lacey says, trying to keep the tremor from her voice. “I believe you.” She shivers at the way he pronounced her name, drawing out the two syllables, almost mocking her.


  He smiles with relief and turns away, but she saw something else in his eyes, too, right before the relief…or at least, she thinks she saw it. Anger and disappointment. As though he wanted her to deny him everything.


  She hears the front door close, and she wills herself to leap from the chair, run down the hall, grab up her car keys, and fly through the front door. She imagines the safety of her car, locks clicked, engine racing as she jets out under the slowly rising gate…and where will she go? Anywhere, who cares where, just get going, go…


  The front door opens and closes, and her hands convulse on the chair arms, gripping them tighter. She’d had three minutes…and she’d wasted them by being a dumb shit. She hears footsteps in the hall–brisk and certain. Her mind is screaming at her, a deep primordial part of her brain pushing adrenalin into her system telling her to run, run, run…but her muscles and tendons and joints have locked so tightly that she is even beyond trembling. She sits, rigid and still, waiting to see who will come through the doorway.


  


  


  


  Chapter 32


  


  


  


  Henry had taken his mom’s Taurus and cruised back to the shop where he’d found the paper with Lacey’s address…but not her phone number. He is too keyed up to even think about going to sleep, and the deep sense of uneasiness has persisted. Now he is sitting on the shoulder of the road outside her apartment complex, feeling foolish.


  From this vantage point, he can see Lacey’s Mazda with a gray Impala parked next to it. But he is at least fifty feet from both and on the other side of the wrought-iron security fence that circles the entire complex.


  He taps his fingers lightly on the steering wheel, trying to understand the feeling that has brought him here. Probably he should just tell that cop from the hospital about the car and where the guy lives. Just be done with it. It’s not as though this chick is his responsibility in any way. But then he thinks about his mom’s assertion to the cop that it was an Impala that was driven by her attacker–Arch’s abductor. It’s such a common fucking car, though; even the Simonelli’s had one, for fuck’s sake. It didn’t really mean…


  His thoughts stop abruptly when the door to Lacey’s apartment opens and a man steps out. The apartment fronts and sidewalks are well-lit, but Henry couldn’t have said for sure if this is the same guy he saw the morning the Simonellis were killed.


  His fingers stop tapping, and he stills, watching the guy as he walks toward the Impala. The guy stops halfway, indecisive, and turns back toward the apartment. But then turns again and continues on to his car. He opens the passenger side door. He gestures to the empty seat. He gestures again and then puts a hand on his hip. Henry can see his mouth moving, but is too far away to hear anything he says. The guy points angrily back toward the apartment, mouth still working. Then his mouth closes, and he puts his hands on his hips, head tilted toward the passenger seat, as though he is listening to something from the empty space. He nods. He nods again. He puts his hand out in a ‘let’s shake’ gesture to the open air of the passenger seat. As the guy’s hand pumps once, twice, Henry feels fear wash over him. This guy is bat-shit fucking crazy.


  The guy closes the passenger side door and goes around to the driver’s side. He opens the door and climbs into the seat, closing the door behind him. Then Henry can only see a confused struggle, the dark of the parking lot making him doubt his eyes…is he climbing over into his own passenger seat? Yes, that is exactly what just happened. Now the guy is getting out of the passenger side. He turns and closes the door and proceeds around the back of the car to the driver’s side.


  Something about the guy’s demeanor has changed, and it strikes a chord with Henry. He is walking differently, slower and calmer, his feet hitting the ground with assured authority, his shoulders back and chest out. Christ, the dude’s acting like a fucking…


  He bends over the empty driver’s side window, his hand tilting back a nonexistent hat, looking like a pantomime of a cop asking for license and registration. Henry would have known that show anywhere.


  The guy stands at the window for a second longer, then nods and straightens. He turns on his heel and heads toward the apartment. Where Lacey is. Henry’s stomach tightens, and he actually grabs for his door handle before remembering that he has no way to get to her because of the security fence.


  He pulls his cell from his pocket and runs his thumb over the numbers, thinking. He can’t call the police. He doesn’t know what that guy is doing or even for sure if Lacey is in there. Besides, he only met her today…the police might even turn this back around on him somehow…hit him up for stalking or something.


  He puts the phone back in his pocket and decides to just wait a while longer; see what happens. Probably nothing will happen. Then he’ll just go home and then tell the police about the Impala when he goes to the station tomorrow. It’s such a long shot anyway, that it has anything to do with the Simonellis’ murder or Archer’s disappearance.


  Henry sits back, his eyes on the apartment door, and waits.


  


  


  


  Chapter 33


  


  


  


  Lacey is still fixed to the chair, and when James walks back into the office, she lets go of her pent-up breath. “James…” she says, the ‘a’ drawing out as she starts to stand.


  “He’s out in the car, ma’am,” James says, coming to her, hand extended. “I’m Sergeant Riddel of the Essex Police. It’s good to meet you, Lacey; may I call you that? I’ve obviously heard a lot about you from James and…”


  “James?” Lacey’s voice is tiny, a mouse squeak, barely audible to her own ears.


  “Yes, ma’am, that’s right, he’s right out in the car. Waiting on us,” James says, and he is looking at her frankly, his eyes calm but very alert. He has lowered his arm, and now he crosses his hands at his back, his legs hip-width apart, head up and chest out. Parade rest.


  Lacey sees gray clouds at the edges of her vision. Small white stars are leaping in the clouds, crossing and crisscrossing over her vision. “I don’t understand,” she says, and she feels a wave of vertigo. The room begins to tilt up and over, and she tilts forward to compensate. James reaches out to steady her.


  “You okay, ma’am? You need to lie down? I know this is a lot to take in. It turned me around for a few days, too, I don’t mind telling you.” He smiles. It is a half-smile, wry and commiserating. He lends her an arm as she tries to lock her shaking legs.


  “It is a joke? Are you playing a joke on me because I don’t get it…” she says. Her head is swimming, spinning.


  James squats next to the chair and takes her wrist between thumb and forefinger. He times the beats against the watch on his own wrist, frowning. Then he places a hand on her forehead. “Your pulse is a little weak; do you have low blood pressure as a rule?” He is looking at her with concern, but Lacey recognizes it as a generic kind of concern–concern but at a remove–the way EMT workers, nurses, doctors and…police…behave when dealing with the public at large.


  “James,” she says again, tears spilling down her cheeks, and for an instant, she sees a flicker of recognition in his eyes; he is back, he is James again, upset for her, worried…but then he blinks, and that look of blank concern comes over him again.


  “Yes, ma’am,” he says. “He’s outside in the car. That’s the third time I’ve told you that. Have you had a blow to the head recently? Trauma of some sort?” He tilts his head quizzically, and smiles a false smile. “Well, no matter. We’ve got to get rolling here, get out to the orchard, and see about that boy.”


  “Boy? What boy?” Lacey asks, fresh alarm sparking in her brain.


  James stands and steps back from her chair. “Can you walk? Because if not, then I’m going to have to carry you. Or drag you.” He barks out one harsh, choked laugh.


  “I can walk, I’m fine,” Lacey says and gathers her strength. If there is someone else involved, a boy, then she’ll have to stay alert. Do something. She can’t let James hurt anyone else. “Officer…um…Riddel, was it?”


  “It’s Sergeant Riddel, ma’am,” James says, watching her warily as she stands, straightening her clothes and hair.


  “Oh, sorry, Sergeant Riddel.” She flashes him a small smile. “Who is this boy that…James…wants us to see?”


  James’ shoulders jerk once, and then he is still. He puts his hands in the air near his head, fingers pinched together, and twists his hands. Lacey can see him adjusting the imaginary hat as easily as if the hat were actually on his head.


  “Well, it’s the boy that led him to the Simonellis’ garage. The final piece of the puzzle, I guess you’d say.” He has gone back to parade rest, and he stares past Lacey, his eyes clouded and thoughtful. “You know, I think if we can get that kid to tell us who was giving him instructions, then James might be able to put all of this behind him. He’ll have it all figured out, and we can all just…move forward. Put the past away once and for all.” A soft smile curls his lips, and tears shimmer in his eyes. Lacey imagines James, tiny and scared, hiding behind the eyes of Sergeant Riddel. A deliberately sickened baby, a tortured child. But what had finally pushed him over the edge? What had made him act out in this ghastly way to bury a past that no one should have to claim as his own?


  James’ eyes snap back to hers, and he stands at attention. “Ready?” he asks, his voice gruff and hearty, another laugh undercurrenting his words–a man on the verge of an epic adventure.


  Lacey nods and tries to pin a smile to her own face. She is aware of every muscle it takes to achieve that one small turn of her lips. She is suddenly very tired, overwhelmingly so, but aware that she may be at the last hours (minutes?) of her own life or someone else’s. And she wants to try and make a stand. She wants to do the rest of this–whatever it turns out to be–with her eyes wide open.


  She cuts between James and the desk, moving into the short hallway. It crosses her mind to grab her keys–she can just casually pick them up when she picks up her purse–try and make a break for it once she is outside. As she reaches the end of the hallway and it opens up to the combination kitchen/dining area, she reaches out for the purse sitting on the edge of the kitchen counter.


  A hand descends on her shoulder and pulls her back two steps. James pushes past her and picks up the purse. “Let me get this for you, ma’am,” he says and touches two fingers to the brim of his imaginary hat. The keys glint at Lacey from just under James’ elbow. Her fingers itch with the desire to reach out and pick them up.


  James catches the direction of her gaze, and he turns, lifting his arm slightly, and sees the keys. He glances back at Lacey and then puts the keys in his pocket. “We’ll all ride over together,” he says, his voice still bluff and hearty. “That way, no one will get…lost.”


  Lacey forces another smile onto her face. “Of course. Great idea. Thanks.” She turns to the front door but then pauses and turns back, a gut feeling spurring her actions. “What about LuLu, though?”


  James steps around the breakfast bar and looks to where the cat’s dishes are tucked into the hidden nook under the microwave cart. “She’ll be fine. There’s food in her dish.”


  Lacey nods and reaches for the door. She opens it about half a foot, and then James’ hand is on her shoulder again, a leaden, dead weight that leaches the energy from her body. “You stay right near me out there, ma’am,” James says, almost in her ear, his voice low. “It’s late, and a parking lot at night, well, it’ll be deserted and that’s a dangerous place to be…especially for a young lady, such as yourself. I can protect you. See?”


  She feels him shift, the heat of his body lessening as he moves away slightly, one hand still on her shoulder. She sees a dark glint from the corner of her eye…he is holding a gun.


  She stands frozen, her hand on the knob, the words and the gun making her legs and bladder feel heavy, overburdened, and she thinks she might wet her pants or simply crumple to the floor…or do both things at once.


  Instead she nods, her lips tightening, and opens the door all the way.


  


  


  


  Chapter 34


  


  


  


  Henry watches as the door opens slightly and then pauses, a dark line showing no movement within. He holds his breath, and then Lacey comes through the door, and his first feeling is relief, but he sees the hand on her shoulder and then the man behind her. As they step down to the sidewalk, light shines on the gun in the man’s hand. Henry reaches for the door handle again, hot panic rising through his stomach and throat, but then the guy turns to close and lock the door, and Lacey just stands, not making any attempt to get away.


  He can’t see her face clearly from this far away. He studies the posture of her body and sees fear in the careful way she holds herself. His mind flashes back to one of the bad times, back when he’d been involved in drugs. He and Dig Anderson, a friend from high school, had gone to one of the worst parts of Philly and cruised, looking for a dealer. They’d been young–seventeen–and stupid. Very stupid.


  Things had gone wrong, and Henry had ended up with a gun pushed roughly into the side of his head. It was the first time his life had been threatened so concretely, when he could imagine an end to himself. He’d remained calm, though, because by seventeen, Henry already had a deep sense of self-preservation. He knew if he could keep the situation level, there might be another day for him.


  Worse things had happened later on; he and Dig got into tighter and tighter situations until finally Henry had had enough and popped free. Dig didn’t make it. He ended up in the hospital in a coma after being pistol-whipped. He came out of it after a month or so, but when Henry went to visit him at his mom’s, Dig hadn’t really been there anymore. He was strapped into a wheelchair, and he moaned unintelligibly and reached for Henry over and over, his fingers thin and dry, almost skeletal. His mom had come in once, and while she made small talk with Henry, she’d snuck a peek down the back of Dig’s pants. Looking for shit in his diaper, Henry had realized, growing nauseous. The bruises and stitches had healed, but the large dent in Dig’s forehead was a permanent fixture. Henry had stared at it while Dig drooled onto a cloth diaper on his chest, and Henry felt relief–guilty, unmanning relief–that it hadn’t been him, that he’d gotten out before any lasting damage had been done.


  Now he thinks he sees in Lacey’s bearing that she is waiting, preparing herself, looking for a chance. She is keeping the situation level. So, Henry decides, he will do the same. He will tag along and see if he’s needed. Or not.


  


  


  


  Chapter 35


  


  


  


  James drives under the ascending gate and onto the main road. He is deeply preoccupied and doesn’t notice the car pull out behind him, but Lacey sees it. She’d noticed it when they went by, probably because it is parked on her side of the road. She’d caught a quick glance of the driver’s profile as he pushed himself back and down…Henry! A small thrill had burst through her, like a flock of tiny birds taking off all at once, but she controlled her features, keeping them even and still.


  “…hiding something?” James says.


  She turns to look at him, her mouth opening slightly. “I’m sorry, what?”


  He smiles. “I said are you mad at me for hiding something? I felt bad about that. I really did. At least I had Sergeant Riddel to back me up. I mean, I know you were having trouble…believing me. It certainly helps my credibility that I have a cop on my side. Right?” He looks into the rearview and nods, as if in acknowledgement to someone in the back seat.


  “Oh…yes…I see what you mean,” Lacey says with relief. “I was having some trouble believing. It’s difficult stuff to believe, it’s so…fantastic, really. So incredible,” she says.


  He takes a hand from the wheel and reaches across to squeeze her fingers. She wants to scream at his touch, but she remains calm. She slides her eyes to her side mirror…the headlights are far behind–but still there.


  James’ face is in shadow; the rural roads they are on only have streetlights at intersections. He has been mostly silent for much of the ride, but the tension radiates from him like a palpable thing–like heat or sound waves. She watches as his hands twist and grind on the steering wheel, his knuckles white with effort.


  “Once we figure out what Archer knows, how this all got sent my way, well…” James’ features turn down, and passing a streetlight, Lacey can see that he looks confused and angry…and lost. “Well, then we’ll know, won’t we?” he finishes uncertainly and glances at her.


  “Yeah, sure. Then we’ll know,” Lacey says, and a shiver runs up her back. She crosses her arms over her chest and checks the side mirror. No headlights. But they are in and out of wooded areas now and the road bends…long, shallow curves around copses of trees that would effectively hide a car driving any distance behind them. But she shivers again anyway, feeling sick. She didn’t realize until now how much faith she is putting in that car. How much she is staking her life on it being Henry…even though a part of her knows what a ridiculous thing it is to hope for.


  She makes an effort to pull her eyes away from the side mirror. If it is Henry, she doesn’t want to give him away. If it isn’t anyone, then she needs to stop thinking about it, be ready when her chance comes. She thinks of the phone in her purse. Her cute little flip phone that has gotten her out of any number of jams–late to work, flat tire, something she needed James to pick up on his way home–the dilemmas that were all so solvable with one quick call. Now it is barely three feet from her, tucked in her bag behind James’ legs, and completely useless.


  The car slows until they are barely doing ten miles an hour. There are stars, sharp pinpoints of light in the cold night sky, but no moon, and it is very dark. Even with the headlights, it is tricky finding the entrance to the old orchard. Finally, there is a break in the trees and a wide dirt track, and James pulls onto it. They bump along slowly, headlights catching on the twisted limbs and trunks at either side of the path.


  He is staring out at the misshapen apple trees, entranced, so Lacey risks another look into her side mirror. Behind them is unrelieved black. She can barely discern the outline of the trees against the sky. She feels the hopelessness filling her again and wonders briefly how much she can take. When will she reach the limits of her fear? Then there is a faint glimmer, starlight on chrome, and her heart lifts in her chest, and without thinking, she smiles.


  She is slung forward against her belt as James slams on the brake. They hadn’t been going fast in consideration of the dirt hardpack, but it is still enough to snap her head forward and back. Dirt filters up in front of the headlights, dancing hazily in the light breeze.


  “What?” he asks, tension pulling his mouth back, making his grin that of a lizard, just as cold and hard. “What did you see?” He twists so that he is staring over the seat, his arm going over it and behind them. He is looking back the way they had come. His grimace is pulled even tighter as he strains. “Did you see anything?” he asks.


  “I didn’t see…” she says.


  “Not you,” he says, his voice tense, made angry by panic. “I was talking to Riddel.”


  Lacey looks in the back seat, too. The conviction in his voice is so strong she does it reflexively. Then she sees the gun in his hand behind the seat. He is holding it with his forefinger jammed into the trigger guard, and he is squeezing, squeezing.


  “James, be careful,” she says and sits forward in her seat, trying to put as much distance between herself and the gun as she can.


  He looks at her, startled, and then follows her gaze down to his hand. Surprise flows over his features, and he fumbles, almost dropping the gun. Then he brings it over the seat, holding it carefully in his open palm, cradling it in two hands, obviously uncomfortable with it.


  “Lacey, I’m sorry…I didn’t realize…Riddel must have handed it to me, when he thought someone was back there, following us.” James looks into his rearview and sighs. “Well, we’ll let him handle that, and we’ll go see Arch, how about that?”


  Lacey feels slow, muddled, and she tries to keep up. “Riddel got out of the car? He isn’t in the back seat?” she asks. Her voice is shaky and unsure.


  James smiles and tilts his head at her. “You didn’t see him get out?”


  “Oh, I …yes, I guess…I did, I saw him get out. Does he think someone is behind us?”


  James sits back and faces front, his expression squeezing into something like pique. Then he blinks and, without turning his head, looks at her from the corner of his eye, and he nods. “Oh yes. He does think it. He thinks someone is following us. Because of the object, Lay-cee, they all want it. But we have it, don’t we, Lay-cee? We have it, safe and sound, right? Just you and I. And Riddel. Just…us…babies…” He blinks again, and his eyes face front.


  He sits quietly, and Lacey sits beside him, shivering. It is as though he’s gone into some kind of trance. His eyes are distant, reflective. He brings a hand to his chest and rubs a small circle.


  She reaches out slowly, fingers fumbling for the door handle. In her panic, she can’t remember where it is, and her fingers search and search, then slip over the cold metal, and as she curls her fingers around it, his body jerks violently, and she cries out, snatching her hand away from the handle. Then he jerks again, more forcefully, his body spasming, waffling up and down in the seat, his teeth clenched. He jerks again and again, a gargled, humming noise coming from deep within his nasal passages. Lacey reaches for the door handle again and jerks it up, but the door doesn’t open, and she cries out in frustration and terror. She puts her hands to her mouth and stifles a scream, tears running down her cheeks. He jerks again and barks out a single syllable, “Ma!”, and then he is still. His eyes are open, the gun clenched in his hands. Then he relaxes all at once, every muscle letting go, but he still holds the gun.


  Lacey is crying, hands jammed to her mouth. Her teeth cut a deep line on the back of her right hand. This, she thinks, this must be it, the limit of my fear. Then she realizes that if she can think this coherently, then it could probably still get much worse. That thought sobers her, and she lowers her hands. They are layered across the knuckles with saliva and a film of blood where she’d bitten her skin open.


  She reaches behind herself again, slowly, keeping the movement to a minimum, not taking her eyes from James, and she finds the door handle. She pulls it, but the door doesn’t open, and she reaches higher, straining her arm up behind her back and feels around for the automatic lock. Her fingers skate over it and come back, recognizing it. She starts to push down when James sits bolt upright. She lowers her hand, bringing it around to sit innocently in her lap. He turns to look at her, and his expression is confused, almost sleepy.


  “Hey, uh…you ready to get going?” he says.


  Lacey nods and smiles, her hands clenching together. Tears are still flowing down her cheeks, but she lets them. She couldn’t stop them if she tried. James leans over, the gun forgotten in his lap, and wipes the tears from her face. His features are soft, concerned. “You okay, Lace? Listen, I know this is a lot, a lot to take in…but everything is going to be fine. I promise you that, okay? That’s a promise from me, Lace.”


  She nods, crying harder, and he leans forward, eyes closing, about to kiss her.


  “Be careful, James,” she says. He pulls back, startled.


  “With what, Lace?”


  “The…the gun…it’s in your lap.”


  He looks down, and the surprise is back. He picks the gun up by the butt. “Thanks. I forgot it was there. I’m going to end up killing someone if I’m not more careful.” He looks at her again and smiles. “I guess we better get going, huh? Get this finished up?”


  She settles her head back against the seat, sighing, putting her hands over her eyes. She wonders fleetingly again about the limits of fear, of desperation and pain. Wonders if there even is a limit, a point at which your brain gives up once and for all. Cries uncle. Abandons all hope. She wipes the tears from her eyes and turns to look at James.


  His expression is one of caution, wary and tense. She thinks she knows what he wants from her. Even if he doesn’t know it himself, yet.


  He wants her to stop him.


  “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s go. Let’s finish it,” she says.


  


  They pull into the parking lot area of Jersey Jerry’s, and James switches off the lights. There must be water nearby, a pond or stream, because she can hear the chirping of early spring frogs. She is surprised; she would have thought it too cold for them, with their cold blood. She feels James’ eyes on her.


  “Ready?” he says.


  She nods and reaches for her door handle, pulls up, and the door opens. She must have pushed hard enough to activate the lock release when James had been having his…fit. She looks at him in the glare of the overhead, and he gives her a long, considering stare. His lips are pursed. “Thought I locked that,” he says, evenly.


  She smiles and shrugs. “Well, it’s open now, so I’m getting out, okay?”


  “I’m not the boss of you. Am I…Lay-cee?”


  Her smile dims, and she hesitates but then opens the door and steps out. She stands in the cold dark of the parking lot, a light breeze cooling her forehead. She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. She hadn’t realized how close the air in the car had become. This air, with its undertones of soil, sap and even the tang of last season’s cider, is incredibly refreshing.


  James’ door clunks open and closed, but she doesn’t open her eyes, not yet. She wants to hold on to this feeling as long as she can. She breathes in again, filling her lungs, barely aware of James’ footsteps grating around the back of the car. Then his hand is on her shoulder.


  She turns, and he is standing, legs apart, a green, Coleman lantern swinging from his right hand. The bottom of the lantern is shiny with spilled kerosene. His expression is one of patronizing tolerance. “Ready to go, ma’am?” he asks.


  “Yes, Sergeant Riddel,” she says, “I’m ready.”


  They cross the lot, and Lacey can feel the loose gravel through the soles of her thin sneakers. The frogs have quieted, breath held, it seems, in anticipation. She recognizes this place; she and James had been here once. It was country and quaint, exactly what people think of when they think of farmers’ markets. When they’d been here, it had been bright, hot summer just on the verge of fall, and it had been packed with people. The trees in the surrounding orchard had been full of not-yet-ripe apples, and the store itself full of the more conventional produce of a South Jersey summer–corn and tomatoes, squash and peppers. She remembers now that James had said they should come back in the fall, get cider and cider donuts, but they hadn’t. Now she wonders, had he already been in his downward slide? Receiving his secret, preoccupying messages? Is that why he’d come back here?


  James walks her to the front of the building, to the double glass doors, and the glass has been broken out of the right hand door. It glitters in the starlight, like a shovelful of gems strewn through the lot and trailing into the shop. He steps past her and opens the door, which grates across the broken glass beneath it. He admonishes her to be careful, and she tiptoes over the worst of it, taking his arm for support.


  They get five feet into the gloom, and he pushes her hand from his arm.


  “Just stand right here until I get this lantern lit,” he says, his voice going away in the blackness.


  The scent of cider is even stronger, overlaying the smells of hay and wood and the particularly green smell of vegetables that have sat in too warm air for too long a time. Her eyes begin to adjust to the dark, and empty shelves appear and then glass cases across the side wall. There is one long counter across the back, where two registers sit, huddled under filmy plastic.


  There is a click and a hiss, and a light falls across her from behind, uneven and warm yellow; she associates it with camping and fun, staying up later than normal and seeing stars revolve through the sky as a campfire dies away. James holds the lantern higher, and it throws his shadow across the shop as it swings back and forth in his hand. His shadow is monstrous, huge and distorted and dancing crazily around the shelves and empty glass cases.


  There is a thump, thump, and Lacey turns, startled, trying to locate the source of the sound. A muffled shriek ululates from the back of the shop. It is a high-pitched creak of a scream but then drops quickly to rasping, tired sobs. Lacey’s heart jumps into her throat, and then she recognizes it for what it is: a human scream muffled by…something.


  She makes her way to the counter and looks behind it, standing on tiptoe. The counter is wooden and rough, splintery. It is about twelve feet long and creates a recess of about five feet between it and the back wall. The light from the lantern behind her throws a deep shadow behind the counter, and she sees nothing at first, but as James gets closer, she sees movement in the uncertain light–legs in skinny black jeans, tied at the ankle, thumping against the back of the counter. His sneakers have fallen off and detritus from the shelf under the register is scattered across the floor: a half-roll of paper towels, register tape, a dried-out marker.


  James sets the lantern down next to her, and she leans onto the counter, pulling herself halfway over, trying to see. The edge is sharp against her stomach.


  The light shines on a kid, a teenager, lying half on his side with his arms tied behind his back. There is a gag around his mouth–a thin, terrycloth dishrag that James had found in the back kitchen area and ripped into a thinner strip. The boy’s eyes are teary and red-rimmed, blinking painfully in the light of the lantern.


  Lacey pushes herself onto the counter, swings her legs around, and drops to the floor next to the boy. She reaches back for the lantern and places it on the floor next to him. It lights the space behind the counter, softening into blackness at either end. She unties the gag around his mouth and pulls it gently away, mindful of where it has begun to cut into the sides of his mouth. He heaves in a breath and then coughs roughly.


  “Are you okay?” she asks him, trying to keep her voice even and calm.


  He twists and squints at her. “Who are you?” His voice cracks on ‘who’ and by ‘you’ it is barely a whisper of breath. Lacey’s own throat aches in sympathy. She turns to look for James, shading her eyes against the lantern.


  “He needs water,” she says, trying to see into the gloom…to see if it is James or Riddel here with her now. “Has he had anything to drink since you brought him here? Anything at all?”


  There is movement just outside the lantern’s reach, and Lacey is startled when James’ face appears over the counter. It is unnerving; his face seems to float in the gloom, Cheshire cat-like.


  “No, nothing.” His voice is fearful, nervous. His eyes switch rapidly from Lacey to Archer. “Is he okay? I’m sure he’s okay. It hasn’t been very long…let me get some water…there’s a kitchen…” He pulls back, and his voice trails off. Lacey hears a clatter off to her left and then sees a quick flash of movement as James passes through the doorway to the back room and kitchen.


  She leans closer to Archer and whispers, “He’s dangerous. Try to stay very calm. I’m going to…going to…” She stops and listens. Cabinet doors are banging shut, and then she hears water running.


  She looks back at Arch, and his eyes are pinned to her, desperately round. “You’re Archer?” Lacey asks, and he nods, fresh tears falling from his face to the dusty wood floor. “My name is Lacey, and I think a friend of mine followed us out here, too. James is going to ask you about an object…he’s obsessed with it, and…”


  “Lace?” It is James’ voice, and it is coming from just over the counter. She freezes, and Archer’s body jerks in surprise. She turns toward the voice, shielding her eyes with her hand and squinting into the gloom. She is trying to judge how far away he is…if he was close enough to have heard the last thing she said.


  “Did you bring water?”


  There is a deep silence on the other side of the darkness, a thinking silence, it seems to Lacey. Panic tries to worm its way into her again, and she decides to try and take some control.


  “James! Do you have the water? He can’t tell you anything if his throat is too dry for him to talk.”


  There is another pause, but this one strikes her as alert and considering. Then a glass of water is pushed from the dark across the counter. It grates on the wood, and the water sloshes unevenly. The glass is dirty, and the water has become slightly murky. The lantern light shines on the bubbles that have gathered at the edges like dusty flotsam. She reaches for the glass, her fingers straining, and nearly screams when James’ hand descends on her wrist, pinning it to the rough wood.


  “What were you saying to him? I heard you saying something.” James’ voice floats to her in the dark, his fingers squeezing her wrist compulsively.


  “I told him that we were here to question him. That he better cooperate. But I have to give him the water first. He’s too sick to…”


  His fingers tighten agonizingly around her wrist, and she stands to compensate for the pressure, gasping in pain. Now she can see James…barely…standing just outside the light. His face has turned down into a horror mask of fear. “He’s sick?” James asks, his voice faint, laced with unease and something else…some emotion she can’t quite put her finger on…anticipation? Was that it?


  The report flashes through her mind. His terrible mother, the torture he’d endured at her hands. Making him sick and then ‘saving’ him, coming to the baby’s rescue. The attention she must have craved from doctors and nurses driving her to hurt and hurt and hurt…Lacey thinks she can use this information, but how? She’ll have to be very careful…she doesn’t want to set James off, make him spiral even more out of control.


  “Yes, he’s sick, James, but not too badly. He just needs a little water, a sip or two. Then he can talk to us. Tell us what it is he knows…all right?”


  He nods–one slight movement–and pauses again. Then he releases her wrist and takes two steps back until he is enfolded in the darkness. Lacey stands watching until he is out of sight, then she bends to the boy at her feet.


  She feels herself becoming attached to the area behind the counter…to the light and the coziness of the space. The warm flicker of the Coleman makes it seem like a tent, a fort, some place fun and innocent. She feels safer back here even though she knows the feeling is not based in reality.


  “Here, take a small sip.” She holds the glass to Archer’s lips, tilting his chin gently with her other hand. He takes two small swallows of water, and she pulls the glass back. He moans in protest.


  “Just relax a minute, and let that first bit settle. You don’t want to throw up,” she says.


  He closes his eyes and lays his head back down. His lips look less chapped, and color is returning to his cheeks now that he has unrestricted air. He sighs, and it turns into a small, hitching sob, and he opens his eyes again. They are deep with tears, almost black with fear and despair.


  “What’s your name?” he says, and now his voice is less raspy, and she puts the water to his lips again. A small dribble escapes the side of his mouth and slides down his face onto the hand she has cupped around his chin.


  “I’m Lacey,” she says in a normal tone. “We’re here to talk to you.” Then her voice quiets into a whisper. “This isn’t going to make any sense to you, but you have to trust me. He thinks he’s two people–sometimes James, sometimes a cop named Riddel–he thinks you have information about an object he found, something to do with leading him to the Simonellis’ house.” Archer’s eyes go round with shock.


  “What do the Simonellis have to do with…”


  “Listen to me…just listen…I’m going to try and see if he’ll let me untie you…then maybe…”


  “Ma’am?” The voice is stern, cold, making her jump. Water spills from the glass onto the floor. “You shouldn’t promise the boy things you can’t deliver. He’s not going to be untied for his comfort. He’s a…a…prisoner. Yes. He’s my prisoner, so…he–and you–will both do exactly as I say.” He’d stumbled through the middle of his speech, but at the end he’d gotten on top of it, sounding more sure of himself.


  James steps around the counter behind Lacey, and before she is even aware that he is there, Arch starts to scream and thrash, trying to push himself away. Lacey falls back from his whipping legs and turns, trying to get to her feet. James is standing just within the perimeter of the light, the gun pointing at her. She freezes mid-crouch and then loses her balance and topples back onto her ass.


  “Quiet!” James commands, and Archer stops yelling, stops moving. He’d managed to twist over onto his stomach and push himself halfway to the far end of the counter, dirt and cobwebs smeared across his wet face. He lies still and hitches in breaths, trying to control his crying.


  Lacey stares at the gun in James’ hand. “Sergeant?” she says, her voice faint. “The gun is, it’s pointed right at me and…you’re scaring me.”


  He glances down and then trains the gun on the floor. “Sorry about that, ma’am. It’s pretty shadowy in here, even with the lantern. I couldn’t tell what was what back here.” He pushes past her and grabs Arch by the back of his shirt. He pulls him back and up, leaning him against the wall. Archer draws his knees up to his chest and lays his forehead against them.


  James squats next to Archer. “Son,” he says, his voice low and calm, “I’m a policeman. My name is Sergeant Riddel. I’m here to help you…if I can. Now, it’s important that you tell me the truth–no jerking around. Think you can do that, son?”


  Archer looks up and nods. His mouth hangs open, and his face is smeared with gray dust. Mucous has mixed with the tears and dirt, and he looks like a small child, all played out, scared of a monster.


  “Okay, that’s good,” James says and puts a hand on Archer’s shoulder–high up, almost on his neck. His thumb sits at the base of Arch’s throat. “I just have some questions for you, and then I’m going to take you back to the station. I was going to take you there last night, but things got…complicated, out of hand. You understand? It was all beyond our control.” He squints into Arch’s face and raises his eyebrows. “Do you understand?”


  Arch nods again and swallows. He glances at Lacey, and the thumb at his throat pushes in, surprising him into a gasp.


  “You’ll want to keep your eyes on me, son, okay? I’m the one in charge here, not those two.” He nods toward Lacey, and confusion flickers over Arch’s face.


  “Those two?” he says, and he sees Lacey shift in his peripheral vision.


  “James and Lacey,” James says. “They’re just civilians, like you. So I’m in charge right now. James had nothing to do with this…with taking you…I mean, he took you, I know that, but it was my fault. It was…he had to…I didn’t leave him any choice, you understand?” His words had speeded up, falling over each other, and he leans closer to Arch.


  Arch pulls back as far as the hand at his throat will allow and nods–frantic, neck-snapping nods.


  James relaxes, his shoulders coming down. “Okay, that’s good. Now, let’s get to it, shall we?”


  Arch nods again, not taking his eyes from James.


  “James has been receiving the messages that led him to the object that was being held by one William Simonelli in his garage at…” James trails off and fishes in his pocket. His hand comes out empty, but he makes a flicking movement, like flipping open a small notepad. James consults the imaginary notepad. “…at Willow, directly behind you, and you…uh…reside at 18 Oak Ave? In Essex?”


  He looks from his empty hand back to Archer, and Arch is staring at him, wide eyed, mouth hanging open almost to his knees. When James gets no response, he prods the base of Arch’s throat, and his mouth closes with a snap. Arch nods, his eyes dazed and trying to stray back to Lacey.


  “Look at me, son,” James says sternly. “Pay attention. Pay close attention. Don’t look at her again. Just answer my questions. Answer them truthfully and…to the best of your knowledge, and they won’t be used against you in a court…of law, or…” James shakes his head, one brisk shake as if to clear it. “Now, listen! I have three questions, and I want you to think carefully before you answer me…one, who gave you the message to give to James? Two, how did you know James was the one to send to the Simonellis? Three, how did you know the object was at the Simonellis?”


  By the beginning of the third question, Arch is shaking his head. Under the dirt, his skin has gone dead white with shock, and his mouth opens and closes, opens and closes.


  “It was you,” Arch whispers. “You did it…you killed them…” Arch is trying to struggle away, trying to get his feet under him and pushing away from the wall, and James’ hand tightens on his throat.


  “Hey!” James yells, his voice elevated more by panic than authority. “You just calm down now, mister.” He struggles to push Arch back down. Lacey marvels as James takes two seconds to flip closed the imaginary notepad in his hand, pocket it, and then put his other hand on Arch’s other shoulder. The skinny kid is no match for James, and with both hands, he holds him in place easily.


  “James didn’t kill him! Simonelli was a bad guy! James had to kill him!” James says, contradicting himself, not seeming to realize it. He is yelling into Arch’s face, and Arch has closed his eyes and turned away. He is crying again–big, broken sobs that shake his body. Lacey reaches forward and puts a shaking hand on James’ arm.


  “James…Riddel…please, stop, you’re….you’re scaring him…he won’t be able to answer your questions if…” She chokes on her own words, her hand curling around James’ upper arm, trying to calm him, keep him from hurting Archer. “Sergeant, please…if you’ll just…just let me…” She pauses to take a breath, trying to find the right words.


  A sliding, grinding noise, the sole of a shoe on glass, comes from the dark front of the building. James freezes, staring wildly into the dark. Arch sobs again, and James gives him a light shake.


  “Be quiet,” he says.


  Lacey freezes, too, listening. Another grating, rustling sound–secretive and sly–comes from the front, and suddenly Lacey knows that Henry had followed them, had been waiting for noise to cover his movements.


  “Listen to me,” she says, her voice loud and carrying as she manufactures anger to cover her fear. “I told you to stop this, you won’t get anywhere scaring the kid to death! You have to calm down so we can–”


  “Quiet!” James yells in her face, silencing her. “I heard something…someone is here…”


  Lacey shakes her head. “No. I didn’t hear anything. It’s just mice or something, you have to calm…”


  He thrusts his face into hers, letting Arch go and grabbing her shoulders. “Which is it, then?” he hisses viciously. “Mice…or nothing? Which did you hear?” His face is so close to hers that his features are a blur, and his fingers bite into the soft spots at the backs of her arms. His raging, staring eyes fill her vision.


  “Nothing! I didn’t hear anything…I meant if you heard something…that it could have been mice, or the wind, or I don’t know, but I didn’t hear anything–”


  He pushes her roughly away, and she falls back onto her elbows, yelping in pain. He reaches behind himself, under his shirt. He pulls the gun from where he’d stashed it in the waistband of his jeans.


  “I heard something all right…and it wasn’t a mouse.”


  He stands in one quick, easy movement and backs away until he is concealed in darkness.


  Lacey scrambles up and over to Archer, wrapping her arms behind him, feeling for the rope around his wrists.


  “Lean forward. I think that’s my friend Henry. He’s going to help us. We’re going to get out of here.”


  Arch leans away from the wall, giving her access to his hands. “Henry?”


  “Yes, it’s complicated. His parents live behind the Simonellis’. He saw James there the morning that the Simonellis were killed…”


  Archer sits up sharply, nearly pinning her hands behind him. “Henry Savion?” he says, trying to see into her face.


  “Yes,” she says impatiently, “now sit forward so I can–”


  “That’s my brother,” Arch says, leaning forward. Lacey stops fumbling at the rope and looks at Arch, her features drawn down quizzically.


  “Your brother?”


  Archer nods and moves his hands up slightly. “Undo me.”


  “Yes, of course,” Lacey says, going back to work on the knot. “I met your brother at the Simonellis’ funeral today.”


  “Henry was there?”


  “Yes, and I was–”


  There is a sharp grunt and the sounds of a scuffle. Lacey’s hands pause for a split second, and then she redoubles her efforts, beginning to pull the knots apart. As he feels the rope begin to loosen, Arch pulls his hands up as high as he can, trying to give her the best advantage. His head swings left and right to the black ends of the counter, looking for movement. The sounds of a struggle continue, but he can’t decide which direction they are coming from. Suddenly, his hands are free, and he reaches for the rope at his ankles. Lacey is breathing hard at his side and looking up into the darkness past the counter. Her eyes are enormous with panic.


  Archer finishes with the knots at his ankles, and then they both startle at a thud so heavy it shakes the floorboards under them. Someone just went down hard. Arch reaches past Lacey for the lantern, but she puts a hand on his arm. “What if you ruin his advantage?” she says, practically hissing it into his face.


  He pauses, trying to think. Panic washes through him steadily, wave after wave of it, making him want to move. There is another thump, and someone cries out in pain. “I think we have to…we don’t have a choice. I have to help him. Here…” he thrusts the lantern into her hand, and the shadows dance wildly around them, giving Lacey a sense of vertigo and instant nausea. “You hold this up when I say. If it confuses them both, then I’ll have the advantage. I’m going around the end of the counter…okay?”


  She nods and takes the lantern. He turns and crawls to the end of the counter, then looks back at her. He nods and mouths ‘now’. Lacey stands, holding the lantern high. The light washes out over the shop, illuminating James and Henry, who are wrestling on the floor. The gun is eight feet beyond them, lying in the broken glass by the front door. It gleams dully as the lantern light flashes over it, the glass particles sparkling all around it.


  Henry sees the gun first, but he is under James, unable to reach for it. James sees it and tries to thrust himself forward, but Henry locks his legs around James’ leg, holding him. James bucks, trying to break Henry’s hold.


  Archer darts from behind the counter and throws himself forward, reaching for the gun, but James gets a knee up and mashes it into Henry’s groin. Henry groans, and James bucks again, breaking his hold.


  James’ hand closes over the gun, the glass grinding into his skin, laying his knuckles open to the bone. Archer’s hand falls over James’, but James pulls back and rolls away, putting distance between himself and the other two.


  Henry groans again and rolls onto his stomach, trying to get his legs under him. James leaps to his feet, pointing the gun back and forth between Archer and Henry. His features are pulled taut. The bandage on his head is askew and bright red with fresh blood where his cut has torn open.


  Arch keeps an eye on James but scrambles to Henry’s side. Henry’s eyes round in surprise, and he says, “Archer?” Bewilderment and pain wash over his face. He has a large cut on his forehead where James had hit him with the gun before it had popped away from them in their struggle. His eyes are both black, the right nearly swollen shut.


  Arch nods, getting himself under Henry’s shoulder, trying to help him up.


  “Get away from him!” James’ voice is a roar, a bellow of panic and rage. He takes three sharp strides forward, his finger squeezing the trigger reflexively.


  Henry sees and rasps out–“safety’s on”–and lunges forward. Arch is pushed aside by Henry’s sudden leap, and James’ eyes go to the gun in his hand. He reaches down, pulls the safety back and fires again. This time, the gun discharges. Henry, caught mid-leap, is batted to the side, as if by a giant, invisible bear paw.


  Lacey screams and drops the lantern. For an instant, the room is pitched back into blackness, and then the lantern breaks, releasing fuel across the countertop. The last flicker of flame from the wick contacts the kerosene, and the counter bursts into bright flame.


  Lacey throws herself down and back, feeling singed, her face hot and itching. Arch is yelling, “Henry! Henry!” his voice cracking and breaking like a much younger boy’s. Lacey pushes herself blindly forward, the heat from the burning counter cooking her shoulders and back. She gets just beyond the edge and feels blessedly cool air against the side of her head when she is grasped by the back of the shirt and pulled roughly up. She scrambles to her hands and knees, the neckline of her blouse cutting into her throat.


  “Get over there with them!” James yells over the increasingly loud crackle of the flames. Then he pushes her forward. Lacey overbalances and crashes back onto the floor, crying out. She can’t open her eyes, but can tell the room is getting brighter, hotter.


  “I can’t see! James, please! I can’t see anything, my eyes…”


  She feels warm hands in her armpits, struggling to pull her up. She panics and lashes out, but Arch dodges her easily and puts his mouth against her ear. “It’s me, Arch, I’ve got you. Let me lead you.”


  The flames are getting louder. Arch puts his arm around Lacey’s back, and she stands, blindly leaning into him. She feels his slightness, feels him bracing himself against her weight. She opens her eyes a crack, and everything swims in a blurred mixture of light and dark. She lets Arch lead her.


  “There! Right there! Don’t go any farther!” James’ voice is right behind them, bellowing, making her jump and cry out.


  Arch jumps too, nearly pulled off his feet from the combination of her weight and his own fear. Lacey kneels, and he kneels next to her and then turns to his brother. Henry is huddled on his side, faced away from them. Arch turns him over, shaking, expecting the worst. But Henry’s eyes are open, and he grimaces in pain. “Fuuuck!” he moans out, putting his right hand to left shoulder. “Some fucking…cavalry…I turned out to be.”


  Arch moves Henry’s hand. Henry’s heavy, leather motorcycle jacket has a hole about six inches above his heart. Arch peels the jacket back, and Henry’s shirt is red with the blood pouring from the wound.


  “Lacey? Give me your hands. I need you to press down…”


  She turns to the sound of his voice and holds her hands out. He pulls them over, and she feels the slimy cotton of Henry’s blood-soaked shirt, and she presses down. Henry moans again, and Lacey hisses in a sympathetic breath.


  “Sorry, Henry, sorry,” she says and presses down harder.


  He groans again, even louder, almost a scream, and she is shocked to hear it end in a chuff of laughter.


  “Henry?” she says and tries to open her eyes again–everything is still swimmy, but a little less so.


  “I guess you…” His voice is barely a whisper, but still has the thread of a laugh running through it. She bends closer. “Guess you met…my brother…” he says, and his voice dies away. In a blur, she sees his head fall to the side. He has passed out.


  She presses down harder, until she can’t feel any more blood tickling under her palms. Lacey blinks her eyes again and again until they clear enough so that she can just make out Henry’s features. Arch is huddled beside her, his shoulder bumping into hers as he fishes through Henry’s pockets.


  “What are you looking for?” she asks.


  “I think he carries a knife…”


  “Back away from him! Toward me!” James yells, the gun at the back of Arch’s head. Arch stills and puts his hands out. He shuffles back, staying on his knees.


  James comes from behind them, his gun still trained on Arch.


  “Lace, get up. Come over here. Those two are dangerous,” he says. He is not yelling, but his voice is strung through with tension and fear.


  “I can’t, James. He’s hurt. We have to help him.”


  “He’s….he’s hurt?” James’ voice wavers with uncertainty.


  Lacey squints, trying to bring James into focus. She can feel the flames getting hotter and hotter at her back. She needs to get them all out of here. Right now.


  “Riddel shot him! No reason! Just shot him!” she says, putting incredulous indignation into her voice. “We’ll never get the answers if he dies!”


  James’ features contract. “It’s not him we need! It’s the other one, Lace!”


  “No,” she says, shaking her head. “This one is the one!” She nods down at Henry. “He’s the one that knows! How do you think he found us? He controls Archer…but he’s…he’s sick, James, he’s very, very sick.”


  James’ eyes are pinned to Henry. “He knows?” he asks quietly.


  Lacey nods emphatically. “But you can save him! You can save him, James! And he’ll be indebted to you forever. He’ll have to tell you! Then you’ll have all the answers!” She is nearly shouting, partly for emphasis but also to make herself heard over the flames. They are greedily consuming the back of the building. Having taken down the counter in a matter of seconds, they are now going after the back wall, the kitchen, the wooden shelves. Everything in here is flammable, she thinks, including us.


  James hesitates and then waves the gun toward Archer. “He controls you? He has the answers?”


  Arch glances at Lacey and then back at James. He nods.


  James stands, considering. He looks from Lacey to Archer to Henry.


  “He’s sick? He really is?” he says to Lacey. There is a note of pleading in his voice, almost childlike.


  “He really is, James. He’s burning up. I think he has a fever,” she says. Willing herself to stay calm, they are almost out.


  “Okay. You,” he points to Archer with the gun. “You carry him out. Lace, come over next to me. I don’t trust them not to hurt you.”


  Lacey reluctantly drops her hands from Henry’s chest as Arch stands, slipping his hands under Henry’s arms and gripping them together over his chest. He lifts and begins to slide Henry toward the front door. He has to lift him slightly higher when they get to the lip where the glass had been broken out. He hopes there isn’t any more glass caught in the frame.


  He looks back and sees Lacey pressed up against James, his arm around her, pulling her tight to his side. As he watches, still struggling with Henry, he sees her arms come up and go around James. They are in silhouette, back lit by the wall of flames–to Arch they look like a poster for an action adventure movie. He lowers his head and continues to pull Henry out.


  


  James leads Lacey out just as Archer is dropping Henry back to the ground and leaning over to press his hands to Henry’s chest.


  “Now we’ll have some answers,” James says, taking his arm from Lacey’s side and going to Arch, pointing the gun at his head.


  “James!” Lacey says. “I told you, we have to get the other one’s help! He’s the one who–”


  “Shut up!” He turns the gun on Lacey, and she steps back, bringing her hands up. They are balled into fists, as if to punch any oncoming bullet away from herself. “You think I don’t know what went on in there? Well, listen up, lady. James may be a fool for you, but I sure ain’t. I’m a cop! A policeman! Do you know what that means? That I’m a good guy! That I stop the bad guys!” He gestures to Arch and Henry with the gun, flinging it wildly.


  “You’re not!” Lacey screams, throat tearing, tears springing to her eyes. “You’re James! You’re not Riddel! How did you know where LuLu’s dishes were? If you’re not James?” Her throat is raw and burning; she can taste blood on the back of her tongue. “You knew right where to look! When I mentioned them…James, please…I know you can hear me…please, James, please…I know it’s you…” She bends double, sobbing, retching, her hands balled at her stomach.


  James’ features cloud over, drawing down into rage. He shakes his head once. Twice. His features soften, and he laughs and shakes his head again. Then they squeeze together in disgust. His eyes glaze over, and he lowers the gun, staring off above the line of trees. He puts a hand to his own chest.


  “I don’t feel very good, Ma,” he says. His voice is small, quiet.


  Lacey takes a step toward him, and he wheels and trains the gun on her. Archer jumps up and throws himself toward James, falling short by six feet, landing heavily in the dirt. James steps back and laughs again. Then he sobers. He tilts his head and purses his lips.


  “Fuck it,” he says, raising the gun to Arch’s upturned face. “I don’t wanna know anymore.”


  “James! Look!”


  James’ head snaps to the direction of her voice, and Lacey is standing close to the door of the burning shop, holding out her hand. James blinks and sees…


  himself standing in the dirt parking lot surrounded by the trees a man lying on his side off to the left the boy next to him crying hands up warding off the gun and lacey before him the flames at her back and she is beautiful and in her hand the object is glowing glowing and spinning so slowly and it is warm and soft and safe and good it is good it is good for him it takes away the sickness makes him all better he wants to be all better he loves the object it is everything to him…


  And then he blinks again, and Lacey is turning, her hand going back and then snapping forward, and the object is flying through the air, through the door and into the flames.


  James drops the gun and sprints forward, bunting her aside as he runs into the shop.


  Lacey turns and runs to Henry and yells for Archer to get up! Get up! Let’s go! Realizing, he scrambles up, and together they drag Henry to the Impala. Lacey tears open the door, and they bundle him into the back. She runs to the driver’s side as Arch slips into the passenger seat. Lacey’s hands flutter over the steering wheel and down the stock, and they are shaking madly. She sobs out in rage when she doesn’t feel the keys. Then Arch’s hand is on hers, leading it to where they key is dangling from the ignition; she just missed it in her panic. She heaves in a breath and glances at him.


  “Thanks,” she says.


  “Yeah, now go,” he says, and she keys the ignition.


  She turns the Impala in a large circle, pulling on the lights as they go. They sweep across the front of the building, and for an instant, she sees James inside, and he is leaping about wildly in his search for the object. It is as though he is dancing among the flames; a joyful, showoff devil, glad to have the floor to himself. Happy at last in the all-consuming flames.


  


  


  


  Chapter 36


  


  


  


  Lacey checks the time on her computer, hits save, and closes what she’d been working on–a four-page, monthly newsletter that goes to every employee. It is ‘her’ project. The design she’d submitted had won out over all fifteen that had been up for consideration.


  She makes a few quick notes about whom she wants to sit and talk with when she gets back to work on Tuesday–the offices will be closed on Monday for President’s Day–and the questions she wants to ask. She’d had the idea of doing a ‘getting to know you’ type column in every issue, and the art director told her afterwards that it was one of the things that had swayed upper management to her design. Seems everyone wants a chance to be ‘interviewed’.


  And it turns out that Lacey is a good interviewer. Very good. She knows not only how to listen to the things people say but also to listen even more closely to what they aren’t saying. The columns she puts together are much more interesting than birthdates and favorite colors…the people she interviews tell tales of teachers who’d influenced their current careers, or a parent who had overcome difficult odds to send them to college, or how their lives changed forever the day they’d met their spouse or new baby.


  Lacey has developed three very good friendships with women who’d opened up to her during the interviews. She has lunch with them on a regular basis, and they’ve even met outside of work. Henry gets along well with the women and their husbands, especially Lacey’s friend Aggie’s husband…he has a Harley and Henry can’t get enough motorcycle talk. They’ve even begun discussing a bike trip to Atlantic City once the weather gets better.


  In the cubicle next to hers, Mary–Lacey’s former ‘partner’–is explaining changes to a night shift person, and Eugene–her other former ‘partner’–stands by, impatiently shifting from foot to foot. Standing to leave, Lacey nods and smiles at them both and then sends the nighttime person a kind, commiserating look. The entire night staff had given her a party at an after-hours bar when she’d been moved to days. None of the daytime people had been invited.


  “Night, Lacey!” the art director calls as she walks by his office.


  “Night, Mark!” she calls and waves. She still feels a little shy around him. Around all the daytime people, really. But she supposes she’ll grow accustomed to it after a while.


  She is already accustomed to the extra money.


  She walks across the parking lot to her Mazda, pulling her coat around herself against the wind. This winter has been brutally cold and snowy, making her feel closed in. It is only February, but she feels like this winter has been the equivalent of two winters, maybe even three.


  There is a furtive, scuffing noise from behind her, and her hand tightens on her keys as her heart leaps. She turns abruptly, a breathy scream issuing from her throat, arms flung out, and nearly knocks into a lady she vaguely recognizes from the customer service department.


  The woman is bundled into a long, black coat with a scarf tied around her gray curls. She steps back with a startled, “Oh!” and stumbles, tripping over her own boots, unaccustomed to the bulky tread.


  “I’m so sorry!” Lacey says and reaches to steady the woman. “I just…I heard something behind me, and I just…”


  The woman gives her an odd look, then nods, and hurries past. Lacey stands, watching her go. Five cars away, now six, the woman glances quickly over her shoulder. Then she huddles herself even deeper into her coat and cuts between the rows of cars and out of sight.


  Lacey takes a deep breath, trying to calm the nervous butterflies in her stomach. The parking lot seems gloomy, malevolent, and tears gather at her lower lids. She opens her car and slides onto the cold seat, hitting the door locks. She keys the car to life but knows it will be at least ten minutes before the little four-cylinder engine generates any kind of real heat–anything even remotely comforting.


  Her finger strays to the door lock button again, and the muffled click-click makes her feel a little better. She shivers and tilts her head back against the headrest, closing her eyes. She’s not sure if the shivering is entirely from the cold.


  With unthinking precision, her fingers knowing exactly where to go, she hits the door lock a third time. Click-click.


  Locked, she thinks. It’s okay, they’re locked.


  Henry wants her to see someone–a therapist or at the very least to talk to her family doctor. Arch had been seeing his high school guidance counselor until he graduated, and that counselor had given him the name of a good therapist where he’d be attending college, but Arch had told her that he just wanted to put everything behind him.


  The worst for him had been the guilt, however irrational, at giving James the ‘code’ that had gotten the Simonellis killed. But he’d come around to the reality that James’ sickness would have led him there anyway. Would have led him somewhere, anyway, and Arch had had no control over any of it.


  Lacey doesn’t think she suffers from guilt. But she could do without the panic and the attacks of nerves. The crying jags and the nightmares. Soon she will see a therapist, she assures Henry, soon. She’s going to get around to it. But actually, she thinks it is getting better on its own. She dreams less and less of James. Or really, of Riddel.


  And she thinks she knows how she could put it all to rest once and for all.


  She wants to go see him.


  She knows Henry would never agree, would probably get pretty angry, in fact.


  They lived together now, renting a place in a halfway decent town (no security gates, but Lacey can live with that–she’d never been overly fond of the gates in the first place) and between her raise and his, they were even putting some money aside every month for their wedding.


  They’d gotten engaged in the fall. Henry had given her a very small diamond that his mom had helped him pick out. He’d financed it himself, even though his mom had offered to help him with that, too. But he decided he’d rather do it on his own. That it was time to do it on his own.


  He was still working at Mack’s, but Mack had given him the title of manager and given over the day-to-day running of the shop so he could spend more time at home. Henry and Lacey got together with Mack and his wife, Bonnie, at least once a month, most often at Mack and Bonnie’s place. Bonnie and Lacey could talk forever, comparing notes on spices and seasonings, and they went into raptures over Jersey tomatoes.


  Henry had developed a close relationship with Mack, often asking him for advice. Mack had told Henry unselfconsciously about his own rough past. The trouble he’d gotten into as a kid, and the dangerous path he’d been on. But Bonnie had changed all that, Mack said. They’d met when they were both nineteen, and she’d shown him a different way of life, a calmer, happier way of being.


  And that was what Mack felt he could help pass on to Henry. Especially now that Henry had Lacey.


  Lacey thinks she and Henry fit together very well. Their relationship is a calm one. It’s not that they don’t have expectations of each other; it was just more that the expectations are reasonable ones. They don’t judge. They are coasting smoothly.


  The only thing Henry really gets angry about is the nightmares. He gets frustrated that she won’t admit the problem might be beyond her. Even that, Lacey can’t blame him for.


  She checks the time on her radio and texts Henry that she is going out with a group from work and could he please feed LuLu. He texts back ‘ok call me if u need a ride later’, and she smiles at her phone. She pictures him at the apartment, watching television with LuLu curled comfortably in his lap, or maybe he’d be doing his physical therapy.


  His shoulder had healed well, but the damage to the muscles had not been one hundred percent repairable through surgery. He had to work at it every day. The funny thing was, once he’d weaned himself off the painkillers, he’d weaned himself off everything. He rarely even had a beer now. And on top of that, he’d gotten his friend Mark to straighten out, too, taking him to the gym and having him over for the healthy meals Lacey prepared.


  Henry had even had a few civil conversations with his stepdad. It made his mom happier than anything to have Henry and Lacey at the house for dinner any time Arch was home from college. She loved having everyone together.


  Lacey closes her phone and turns on the heat to its highest setting, letting it warm her. Eventually, the shaking subsides. She turns to the passenger seat and pulls the GoogleMaps printout from her bag. The destination on the page is Pine Hollows Psychiatric Hospital. It is about forty-five minutes away, and she should get there with enough time to visit. If she can bring herself to do so.


  The funny thing about Pine Hollows, well, two funny things: it is not too far past Jersey Jerry’s and secondly…James’ mother is still there. The police (the real ones) had looked into it when they looked into James’ past. They’d found that everything he’d penned concerning his childhood had been true. Every horrible word. She’d cried after Sergeant Reardon had told her, but she’d cried in private. She didn’t want Henry to get the wrong idea. Certainly, he had no tears for James.


  Lacey pulls from the parking lot and heads south, trying not to think about her destination.


  


  


  


  Chapter 37


  


  


  


  Arch flops onto his other side in the narrow bed. It is only late afternoon, but he’d begun to nod over his books, and he thinks he might be able to catch a quick nap. He wasn’t sleeping very well at night.


  He’d told Henry and Lacey that he was okay, that he was over it, and it was true, he was…during the times he was awake. But when he slept, it was a different story. His mind tortured him with surreal images of the Simonellis dead in their garage as a glowing orb twirled above them, casting warm light down onto their corpses. Sometimes in these nightmares, they’d wake from the light and their bodies would begin to shuffle weakly like half-dead rodents on glue traps. Mr. Simonelli would try to turn over, and his head would pull the rest of the way off, the meat at his neck stretching and then breaking like semi-hard taffy. Mrs. Simonelli would begin to hump forward, face shoved into the concrete, leaving a trail of blood and urine, one slipper still on, the other forgotten by the stairs. Arch wakes from these dreams in a shivering sweat.


  Arch knows what James thought he had found in the Simonellis’ garage. There had never been a trial where the information had come out; Lacey had told him. She told him what the object actually was and also what she had read in the ‘report’ that James had written as Riddel. The spinning and glowing ‘object’ had turned out to be only a child’s toy. An old tin top that had lost its color long, long ago.


  Eventually, Arch had discussed the top with Bill and Amy, the Simonellis’ children, who he’d met at the funeral. Bill had the vaguest idea about what it might have been, and he’d called his aunt, William’s sister, and when he had asked her about an old toy, an old top, she’d begun to cry. She was three years William’s senior, and she remembered it well. That it had been William’s favorite toy given to him by their mother, who’d died so young. She hadn’t known he’d kept it all this time.


  Arch hadn’t been able to face Bill and Amy after finding out the part he’d played in their parents’ murder. The police had gotten in touch with them to tell them of the resolution on the case, and Amy had tried to call Archer; she’d been worried about him, but Arch hadn’t called her back. He’d ignored Bill’s phone calls, too.


  Three months later, right before he was supposed to start at Rutgers, he’d seen activity at the Simonellis’ house. Bill and Amy and other family members are loading everything from the house into their cars and a rental truck. Arch watches from his back porch until he can get up enough nerve, then he throws on a jacket and hops the fence between their houses. Even as he does so, the last time he’d hopped this fence comes back to him, draining his courage. He’d gotten about halfway to the Simonellis back patio when he begins to shake, and he bends over, hands on his knees, head swimming, sure that he is going to puke.


  “Archer?” a voice calls out, and then a hand descends on his arm, the fingers going around his bicep, steadying him. “Come in, come in the house…let me get you a ginger ale.” Amy helps him stand straight, keeping her hand around his arm, and leads him to the Simonellis’ back patio and into the kitchen.


  Bill looks up from where he is cleaning out a cupboard. “Arch!” he calls, a smile spreading across his face. Seeing the smile, Arch feels a deepening pit in his stomach–that smile will disappear soon enough, he thinks, once they know what I’ve done.


  Bill stands and stretches and holds his hand out to Arch, but Arch lowers his head. Bill hesitates, then pulls out the chair next to him and sits with a groan.


  “Man, I hate packing. It’s the worst. Mom and Dad have so much stuff,” Bill says and draws a hand across the top of his head. Amy puts a glass of golden, bubbling ginger ale at Arch’s elbow and then she pulls out a chair, too. She pats Arch on the back and then sits back in her chair, surveying the kitchen.


  “They lived here a long time,” she says, her voice becoming teary.


  “Okay, Amy, that’s enough,” Bill says, his voice kind but firm. “Mom wouldn’t want you crying your eyes out in her kitchen.”


  Amy nods and laughs, running a tissue under her nose. Then she turns to Archer. “We’ve been worried about you, sweetheart,” she says, putting a hand on Arch’s wrist.


  Arch feels tears in his own eyes and rubs the heels of his hands against them, grinding until they sting. Dull orange and yellow burst through the darkness as he rubs savagely, then he sits back, dropping his hands to his lap, and looks at Amy.


  “I’m so…I’m so sorry,” he says. Then he says the worst of what has been tearing him up. “It was my fault. What I said to that guy…it’s what sent him here…Mr. and Mrs. S would be okay if I hadn’t…if I hadn’t told that guy about them…I told him that Mr. S knew everybody in the neighborhood, even pointed out the house, and…” Arch lowers his head into his hands. He’s not sure what to expect, wouldn’t be surprised if Bill kicked him out, but he had to tell them. He had to get it all out in the open.


  “Archer,” Bill says.


  Arch keeps his head down, hands covering his eyes like a small child. He can’t look up. He’s too afraid of what he’ll see in Bill’s face, in Amy’s.


  “Arch, look at me,” Bill says, his voice stern.


  Here it comes, Arch thinks, then he sits back and lets his arms hang limp at his sides. He is ready for whatever Bill is going to dish out. He’s ready for it. He deserves it, no matter what the guidance counselor said.


  But Bill doesn’t say anything for a long time. Arch is aware of another person, a younger person, probably one of their kids or a niece or nephew, pausing to glance into the kitchen and then moving on.


  Finally, marshalling his courage and putting aside his dread, he lifts his head to meet Bill’s gaze.


  Bill’s face is still and calm, but not angry. He’s sad, Arch thinks, about his parents. Once he gets his shit together, he’s gonna ask me to leave. But Arch is glad that at the very least, it seems that Bill isn’t going to shout at him, pick him up and bounce him out the back door, furious that Archer has caused them this misery. Arch waits, resigned for what will come next.


  “You have to know,” Bill says, looking at Arch intently, “that we…our family…don’t hold you responsible for any of it. What happened to Mom and Dad, what happened to you and that guy’s girl and Henry…it’s no one’s fault but that guy…James. And from what the police told us, I guess he’s not even a hundred percent to blame, not with what he had going on…” Bill drifts off, and Arch watches as emotions war in his face: disgust, sadness, and finally, calm acceptance. Arch watches the calm acceptance change Bill’s features; it is almost like he is a glass, a vessel being drained of poison and filled with cooling liquid. Arch studies Bill without realizing that he is doing so. He studies so that maybe he can get that same calm acceptance to flow through himself someday. Someday soon.


  “When we heard what happened, you being kidnapped and Henry getting shot, we were worried about you, Arch. Mom and Dad loved you, you know? They would have been so…so devastated if anything had happened to you. And a few weeks later, when everything got sorted out and explained…such a…ridiculous…chain of events! We didn’t know what to think. You weren’t calling us back and…” Bill drifts off again, looking past Arch out the back patio doors.


  “Yeah, I…I’m really sorry about that,” Arch says, his voice low and breaking, “but I just thought, if you knew that it was what I had said, that it was my fault–”


  Bill’s hand descends on the table with a crack, and Arch jumps in his seat. In his peripheral vision, he sees Amy jump, too.


  “No!” Bill says, his voice loud but not angry. “It’s not your fault, Arch, none of it. Listen, this is what Dad taught us.” Bill leans forward and puts his hand around the back of Arch’s neck, pulling him forward. “There is a danger in not taking responsibility, in blaming everything on everyone else, because you’ll never live any kind of life if you live it that way. Taking responsibility for your actions is good, it puts you in control of your life. But now listen, because this is the more important part.” Bill pulls Arch closer, and now they are practically nose to nose. “You also cannot take responsibility for the things you can’t possibly control. Because you’ll immobilize yourself with that. You understand me?”


  Arch nods and leans his forehead against Bill’s and closes his eyes. Bill’s hand tightens on the back of his neck, warm and strong, and Arch feels a weight lift from him. Amy’s hand grabs his, and she squeezes his fingers, and he feels that cooling liquid filling him, forcing out the poison.


  


  That was five months ago, back in the summer. He’d spent the rest of that day helping the Simonelli clan clean out the house and then left with promises of keeping in touch and to do well in college.


  He had kept in touch, especially with Bill, whom he’d called about the toy top Lacey described to him. And he was doing well, despite the nightmares.


  But today feels different. He’d been on a hair trigger since he’d gotten out of bed, exhausted from broken rest. He’d been nervous and jumpy, his stomach upset and his muscles tense, almost aching. He hadn’t been able to concentrate in class, partly because the long President’s Day weekend coming up made everyone antsy.


  Arch turns over onto his back, sighing. He drapes an arm across his eyes, but the claustrophobic sensation it gives him causes him to drop his arm to his side. Now he stares at the ceiling. The room is half dark, half light: wintertime gloomy.


  Someone pounds on his door, three quick booms that make his heart race.


  “Arch! You in there?”


  “Arch?”


  Heart still racing, teeth clenched, Arch lies rigid, not answering. He recognizes the voice; it’s Pete from three doors down. Sometimes they went for pizza together. But Arch can’t bring himself to answer.


  His face goes from hot to cold, and he realizes he is covered in a layer of sweat, and then he starts shaking. A wave of rage courses through him, dimming his vision and tightening his fists. He likes Pete, but if Pete had persisted on banging on his door, Arch might have…done something. To stop him.


  This is how it’s been, ever since…ever since James. Ever since being kidnapped.


  The anger thrums through him, and James’ face appears in his mind. James hitting his mom with the gun, pushing him into the trunk, holding the gun on him, shooting Henry…the anger turns to rage, helpless and frustrated.


  He wishes he had done something more. Helped his mom, jumped in front of the bullet meant for Henry, been the one to drive them out of there…anything, anything! But he’d just been a victim.


  The word makes him feel sick. Miserable with shame.


  He tries to conjure an image of how James would look now. Officer Reardon had told Henry the extent of James’ injuries, and Henry had told Arch. Lacey had never wanted to know.


  Burned over 80% of his body. Fingers gone, feet gone, covered in scar tissue, but in his imaginings, James’ face stays defiantly the same, untouched by the flames, triumphantly unpunished. Smirking.


  He knows from the papers and cops that it had been touch and go for James for four months. He’d been in the intensive care burn unit for a total of six and then moved to the crazy person facility out in the Barrens after being declared incompetent.


  Everyone has told Arch that James will never leave Pine Hollows, but for Arch, that isn’t good enough.


  He sits and pulls his laptop over. The cursor hovers over the Firefox icon, and deciding, he clicks. His home page comes up, and he clicks in the address bar and types p-i-n–and the Pine Hollows URL fills in automatically from history. Arch hesitates again, longer this time, then hits enter.


  The Pine Hollows home page comes up. The directions are on the left hand side of the page with a little GoogleMaps icon next to it. Under that are the visiting hours. Arch clicks on the GoogleMaps icon, and a map fills his screen, a dot pinpointing Pine Hollows. Arch types his address in the directions from line and hits enter. One hour and thirty-six minutes, turnpike to the expressway.


  Arch hits print page, and as the printer hums to life, he grabs his jacket and keys.


  


  


  


  Chapter 38


  


  


  


  The Baby is here somewhere. She doesn’t know how she knows, she just knows. Did someone whisper it to her? Maybe. It’s hard to tell which voice is from outside and which is from within. She likes the within voice better. It says wonderful things. Mostly.


  She wants to see the Baby again. She doesn’t know how long it’s been–three days? three months? three years?–since she saw him. Her Baby. What if he is sick, who will make him better?


  She worries about the baby.


  The poor, sick baby.


  


  


  


  Chapter 39


  


  


  


  Lacey pulls into the long hospital driveway at ten minutes to six. She’d made good time because most Friday night traffic had been going the opposite direction–towards light and civilization, not away from it into the dark woods like her.


  The hospital is surrounded by acres and acres of its namesake trees. They look roughly the same now as they will through the spring, summer, and fall–lanky, rough-barked, and emaciated.


  There are signs every fifty feet admonishing her not to pick up hitchhikers.


  The lights that line the drive are an odd yellowy-orange. It turns the dark pines a muddy black and her skin jaundiced. She glances in her rearview mirror and catches her own eye. The green of her irises is gone, taken over by the black of her pupils; her eye-sockets are deep with shadow, haunted looking.


  She thinks of Henry, sitting at home, trusting that she is close by, and she feels ashamed. She lowers her eyes from the mirror.


  The drive opens out into a small circle at the main entrance to Pine Hollows. There is a discreet sign directing employees to the left, visitors to the right. Lacey pulls right and parks. The lot is dark and not even a quarter full. Nighttime visiting hours start at six, and it is just turning six now, but Lacey wonders if that is the only reason. The lot has an air of unkemptness and abandonment. On the far edges, weeds have forced their way through the crumbling blacktop. The cement blocks indicating parking spaces have fallen to pieces in most cases and are entirely gone in others, with only the rusted rebar poking disjointedly from the ground like burned, skeletal fingers reaching up from Hell itself.


  She shivers and pulls her coat tighter to her body. The wind pushes through the pines, and the needles make a soft susurration. Spooked, Lacey strains to listen, feeling as though it is words the trees speak, just loud enough for her to hear, but not enough so she can make out the words.


  But maybe they aren’t speaking her language, anyway.


  She laughs–a little uneasily–at her fancifulness and starts toward the entrance. Her shoes grit against the gravel that has worked its way through the cracks in the macadam, and she has to work not to twist an ankle; she can’t hurry. Without conscious thought, she breathes a sigh of relief when she reaches the well-lit entrance to the hospital.


  There is a visitors’ desk in the vestibule, and it is occupied by a small, elderly man. He looks up and smiles when she enters. He is wearing a cheerful, green polo shirt that gaps at his neck and a nametag that sags from his chest. The nametag is tilted over so far that she can’t read what’s written on it. When she tells him whom she is here to see, he pecks away at the terminal in front of him. When he cuts his eyes back to her, he’s not smiling anymore. He’s frowning.


  “He’s in the forensics ward,” he says, his tone bordering on a rebuke.


  “What does that mean?” Lacey asks, keeping the smile on her own face.


  “Well, he’s dangerous, isn’t he? It’s a locked ward!” The man’s voice squeaked indignantly on ‘dangerous’, and his hands fluttered near his chest, palms up.


  Lacey forces the smile to stay on her face.


  “Can I see him?’ she asks.


  The man’s mouth drops open. Then he ruffles, bouncing in his chair like a little bird disturbed at its roost.


  “Why’dya want to do that?” he asks.


  Lacey feels her patience straining and pulling like a dog trying to slip its collar.


  “Listen,” she says, “is there someone else I can ask about this?”


  The man stares at her a moment longer, then turns and taps three numbers on the phone. He is huddled away from her, his shirt tight over the knobs of bone in his spine. He speaks for a minute and then hangs the phone up and asks her to wait; someone will be out shortly.


  Lacey looks around the vestibule, which is about twelve feet wide and eight feet deep with the desk taking up one end. There are no chairs; the chairs are inside–past the next set of doors.


  “Can I wait in there?” Lacey asks.


  The man doesn’t look at her, merely shakes his head, his eyebrows raised and lips pursed out beakishly as he ignores her.


  Lacey sighs and crosses her arms, the smile finally dropping off her face.


  “Thanks,” she says, hoping the ‘for nothing’ is implied in her heavily sarcastic tone.


  “Can I help you?”


  Lacey turns, and a fiftyish woman in a trim suit is standing at the inside set of doors.


  “I hope so,” Lacey says, raising her chin. “I’m here to see James Smith.”


  “And you are?” the woman asks, matter-of-factly.


  “I’m Lacey Adams, I was his–”


  The woman puts her hand out. “I’m Nora Buchanan, I can take you to him.”


  Lacey shakes her hand, and then Nora holds the door open wider and gestures Lacey through. “Just give me one second, will you, Lacey?” Nora says and turns away before Lacey can even acknowledge her question.


  Nora goes to the visitors’ desk and leans over.


  “Robert, we’ve talked about this. Keep your opinions to yourself, understand? And yes, your attitude toward visitors–”


  The quiet scolding is cut off as the door closes, and Lacey turns her back, careful not to make eye contact with Robert. Irritation fades into embarrassment and then fades to nothing as she turns her mind to James.


  Nora taps her elbow lightly and then gestures to the nearest bank of elevators. She and Lacey step inside, and Nora pushes the 3. Top floor.


  Nora smiles at Lacey. “Sorry about that. He’s…old.” She shrugs, and her smile turns rueful.


  “That’s all right.” Lacey smiles back.


  “Not everyone has access to the allowed lists, so technically he was doing his job. But I could tell by his tone when he dialed me that he’d been giving you a hard time.”


  “The allowed lists?” Lacey asks.


  “You didn’t know you were allowed to see him? Officially allowed, I mean?”


  Lacey shakes her head, and Nora raises her eyebrows.


  “The police give us lists of who is allowed to see the people on the forensics ward. They used to call it ‘criminally insane’, but they stopped using that term about five years ago or so. Whenever a term becomes too much of a running joke, somebody lobbies to get it changed for sensitivity reasons.” Nora smiles tiredly at Lacey.


  “How did my name get on the list, do you know?”


  “Not off-hand. It’s somewhat unusual, being that you weren’t married, but not completely without precedent. My guess would be one of the officers involved in the case put you on there on the off-chance you needed closure. So…do you?”


  Lacey shrugs, a quick lift-drop of her shoulders. “I guess so, yes.”


  “You’re the one that saved the man and the boy, right? At the orchard?”


  Lacey nods and, for some reason, finds herself blushing.


  “Well, if you want my opinion–”


  The elevator jars to a halt, and the doors slide open. Nora steps out and Lacey follows. They walk down a light green corridor.


  “If you want my opinion,” Nora continues, “you shouldn’t need reassurance. Sounds like you know how to take care of yourself. But if it helps to see how incapacitated he is, then it helps, right?”


  “Incapacitated?”


  Nora stops and puts a restraining hand on Lacey’s arm. “Has anyone explained it to you? His condition?”


  “I know he was burned and in intensive care for a long time.”


  “I’m going to prepare you, okay? Then you can decide if you still need to see him. It’s not…it’s very bad; he’s in very bad shape. Do you want me to tell you?”


  Lacey nods, faintly, and Nora squeezes her arm.


  “He has lost most of his right foot and all of his left foot. The skin on his legs was almost entirely burned off along with a good portion of the muscle. He cannot walk and never will. He lost most of the skin on his groin and torso. He has lost a portion of his lower intestine. His arms were burned–not badly enough to require skin grafts–but they are scarred. He has lost all his fingers on both hands with the exception of a portion of the thumb on his left. He has scarring on his chest that becomes lighter as it ascends his neck. His face is mostly intact. His earlobes were partially burned off. His eyelashes are gone. His eyebrows are gone. But he still has his lips.” She doesn’t tell Lacey that although some people refer to it as a ‘medical miracle’, to her it is a shame that James lived at all. Not so much because of his crime–Nora has heard much, much worse–it’s more because, to Nora, it is simply a waste of resources in her already underfunded and understaffed hospital.


  Lacey had put a hand to her mouth halfway through the recital, her eyes getting bigger and bigger. At the last sentence, about his lips, her stomach heaved.


  Nora steps past her and turns her into a door Lacey hadn’t noticed. Women’s Room. Lacey staggers to the first stall, but it is locked, a wheelchair visible under the wall. “Sorry!” she says, and she pushes into the next stall and leans over. She dry heaves once and then feels her stomach settle. She stands and puts her face in her hands.


  “Excuse me, Lacey, are you all right?” Nora calls from the corridor, holding the door open.


  Lacey leans back against the cool metal of the stall wall.


  “I am, it was just…a shock…I knew he’d been burned, but I never really…I just didn’t put it all together.”


  “Still need to see him?”


  Lacey stands silent and thinking. She doesn’t need to see him, she decides; she wants to. She’s not even sure why, exactly. She just wants to. She straightens her clothes and hair and exits the stall.


  “Yes. I’m ready.”


  


  In Lacey’s car in the parking lot, forgotten in the center console cup holder, the screen of her cell phone glows to life.


  Lace call me


  Arch is here wants me to go with him to hosp ok w/u if I go?


  Call bonnie if u need a ride ok?


  Call me when u get this


  Luv u Lace


  


  


  


  Chapter 40


  


  


  


  “Thanks for coming with me. I know it was short notice…”


  “You think? Showing up at my door and saying ‘hey, come see the psycho with me’ out of the blue…yeah, it was short notice.” Henry gives Arch’s shoulder a quick shove. “Ya douche.”


  Arch smiles distractedly at Henry and then glances at his cell phone.


  “We should be there in about fifteen minutes,” Arch says, sitting straighter, his hands tightening on the wheel.


  Henry had known something was wrong as soon as he answered the door and found Arch standing there, looking tired and sick. The first thing Arch had wanted to know was if Lacey was home, and Henry wished she had been. She was better with Arch, although Henry was trying. Trying to make up for lost time.


  He’d ushered Arch in and asked him what was wrong. Arch had avoided his eyes and told him that he was on his way to Pine Hollows to see the psycho–and he wanted Lacey to come with him. Henry had felt the old anger start to seethe inside, but he’d controlled it, pushing down the feelings of jealousy and being inconvenienced, and he’d really looked at Arch: the dark circles under his eyes, the nervous way he rubbed his hands together, the new shadows on his face from lost weight, and Henry had felt his selfish concerns drain away completely.


  He’d called Bonnie and Mack’s house, telling Bonnie that he had to run a last-minute errand with his brother and could he tell Lacey to call her if she needed a ride. Bonnie had said that was fine, she and Mack had planned an evening in anyway. He felt better after talking to Bonnie; he didn’t want to leave Lacey stranded.


  And then he’d jumped into Arch’s beat-up old car, and now here they were, just about to pull into the hospital driveway.


  They hadn’t talked a whole lot on the ride, mostly just listened to WMMR on the radio. Arch was preoccupied, and Henry hadn’t wanted to hound him. Or so he told himself, but maybe he was just reticent about asking Arch about his troubles. Because what if it turned out that Henry himself was one of Arch’s troubles? What if Henry asked him what was wrong, and Arch turned to him and said, “You know what’s wrong? You’re what’s wrong! You fucked up my whole life by being such a dick to me!”


  Henry shifted in his seat, uncomfortable with the thought. He was glad to see the hospital appear through the trees. As they pull into the circle, Arch says, “Where do I…?” his voice shivering with nervousness, surprising Henry with its undertone of panic.


  Henry puts a hand on Arch’s shoulder, points out the sign, and says, “Take a right here, Arch…the parking lot is over there, see it?” He keeps his voice calm and nods encouragement. He could do that, at least. Help Arch find the parking lot. Try and relieve some of his anxiety.


  The car bounces lightly over the beat-up blacktop, and Arch parks untidily in two spots. Henry glances around at the lack of cars and decides not to say anything. Fuck it. Kid can take up two spots if he needs to, he thinks. He doesn’t notice Lacey’s car parked two rows over; it is dark in the lot, and he is too preoccupied with Arch’s state of mind.


  “Want me to come in or wait out here?” Henry asks, and Arch’s head whips to look at him, his mouth dropping open.


  “I want you to come in!”


  Henry almost wants to laugh–Arch sounded so much like a little kid–but the underlying panic in his voice stops him. He merely nods and smiles.


  “No problem, man. I’m with you.”


  Arch relaxes a little, his shoulders coming down.


  “Thanks. I’m a little nervous I guess. I didn’t think I’d be this nervous, I just thought…” He trails off, staring over the steering wheel into the black woods surrounding the lot.


  “What did you think, Arch? Why did you want to come here?” His voice is gentle, but the question is still pointed.


  Arch is quiet for a long time. Henry quells his impatience, keeping his face neutral and his thoughts focused on Arch. Henry himself doesn’t let the incident bother him, even though, in his opinion, he got the worst of it, being shot and all. Partly, he thinks Lacey and Arch just think about it too damn much. But another part of him wonders sometimes if it has more to do with duration. Lacey and Arch were exposed to a lot more than he was if you were to count it out in time. Henry isn’t sure which is worse.


  “I keep dreaming about it,” Arch says, finally, his voice a monotone. “About finding them and about James with the gun hitting Mom and being in the trunk, and I see it over and over and over again…you getting shot, and Lacey hugging him with the flames behind them, and him…dancing in that fire…dancing in it like some crazy…” Arch shakes his head. “And I just feel like I can’t let it go…or that it won’t let me go, or…something. And I just started to think if I could tell him, tell him how I feel, call him fucking names, see it in his eyes, you know? That he is afraid of me or ashamed or fucking something… then maybe…maybe I’d feel better. Maybe I’d be able to sleep again.”


  Arch sighs and runs his hands under his eyes, shaking his head. “I dunno, it might be stupid. The guy might just tell me to go fuck myself, give me the finger or–”


  “He can’t give you the finger…he doesn’t have any. So that’s good, at least.”


  Arch turns to stare at Henry in shock, and when Henry grins, Arch breaks out laughing.


  “Oh shit, that’s right,” Arch says, bent double with laughter. “The fucker’s got no fingers! He can’t even pick his nose and flick a booger at me.”


  Henry’s laughing, too. “Yeah, he’s fucked for sure. Fucking nurses will have to pick his fucking nose for him.” They are laughing uncontrollably, the tension draining away. Finally, they sober, both wiping the tears from their eyes, and Arch pushes open his car door.


  “Ready?” he says.


  “As I’ll ever be,” Henry replies, stepping out the passenger side. He checks his phone again. They hadn’t had service for most of the ride once they hit the Barrens, but now the bars struggle up to two. Still no missed calls or missed texts, though. Lacey must be having a good time. He types out ‘Luv u Lace’, smiles, and follows Arch into the hospital.


  


  “Hell yes! Go on up and see him! Do whatever you want! Why not, right?”


  Arch glances at Henry with a ‘what the fuck?’ expression, and they both turn back to the old dude behind the desk. His face is red, and his bony hands are planted flat before him on the desk. Arch thinks the guy looks like an irritated baby bird, especially with his wispy white hair waving angrily above his head.


  “Look…” Henry reaches forward and tilts the nametag on the guy’s chest. “Look, Robert,” he says, “I don’t know what your bag is, but why don’t you just calm the hell down?”


  Robert had pulled back sharply at Henry’s hand coming over the counter, but he could only go so far before his back was pressed up against the chair. For some reason, he felt ashamed when the punk flipped up his nametag and then let it drop contemptuously.


  “I told you to go ahead, didn’t I? So go! Just go on up! Everyone else is allowed to go anywhere and do anything they want, so go! I don’t care what you do!” He turns away from them, his shoulders pushing up protectively, but not before Arch saw the tears gathering in the old guy’s eyes. He puts a restraining hand on Henry’s arm when he feels Henry begin to lean over the desk again.


  “What floor?” Arch asks, keeping his voice soft.


  The old man hesitates so long that Arch thinks he is not going to tell them, but then he says, “Three.”


  “Thank you,” Arch says, “I appreciate it.” He is glad to see the old man’s shoulders drop. Then he gives the slightest bit of a nod.


  “Room number,” Henry says sharply, but Arch grabs his arm and leads him through the vestibule doors into the lobby. “We’ll get it figured out once we get up there. Come on.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 41


  


  


  


  The day room on the third floor is large and institutional looking. Light green walls, grayish faux marble tiles, a small television bolted high off the ground, and tables and chairs of various makes and models. The overall impression is one of lethargic chaos.


  There are twenty-seven patients in the dayroom. Dinner had been served at five, and now is ‘social’ time for the ones ambulatory enough to be here.


  Angelo Magaldi has worked at this hospital a long time. He’s seen it change and change again over the years as first the state funded it, then didn’t, then did again; as law enforcement got involved and minimum security crazies started to come in for evals back when they were still called criminally insane. Now, everyone refers to these types of patients as the ‘forensics’. About a third of the facility is taken up by these minimum-security forensics, the low-risk nut jobs that had either grown old and feeble or were so incapacitated they couldn’t even brush their own teeth. Lots of them didn’t even have teeth anymore. Not just from lack of brushing, either.


  Angelo doesn’t mind the forensics. Most are pretty quiet as long as they’re medicated. Docile little lambs they are, then. So thinking, he pushes a paper cup into Red’s hand and pushes her hand up to get it going toward her mouth. Catatonic. He’s been medicating Red since before he can even really remember. She’s been in here for most of her adult life. Tried to kill her kid or something. Angelo used to know her name, but it’s been so long now…Margaret? That’s right. Margaret something-or-other. Munchausen case. Munchausen by proxy, actually. He turns to the next patient before the pill cup gets to her mouth. He doesn’t see as her vacant eyes come alive, cut to him shrewdly, and then to the pill that she tilts from the cup into the folds of her hospital nightdress. Her face takes on its vacant expression as she lowers the pill cup to hover just above the arm of the wheelchair.


  “Good job, Red,” Angelo says, turning back to her and peeking into the empty cup. “Here’s a little libation for you, sweetheart.” He tilts a pink, plastic pitcher of water to her mouth, and she reflex swallows, but most of it ends up down her front.


  “Whoops,” Angelo says and rubs a cloth briskly across her face and neck. Then he turns with the same pitcher and waters the next patient. He’s found it to be a real time saver, and it’s really coming in handy tonight because one of the gals on the shift had called out sick. They are calling around now to see who could work a shift on short notice, but in the meantime, Angelo has to gets all the lambs sedated. He checks his watch–six-fifteen–he’s doing all right. Not too badly off schedule. But he’d better shake a leg before anyone gets agitated.


  He glances to the far side of the room at Carol, the gal who did come in, and he is frustrated that she insists on doing one cup for pills and then filling another round with water. It’s wasteful and so time consuming! He sighs and hurries over, ready to show her his method. Again.


  Margaret James sits forgotten, slumped in her chair by the door. She waits until she sees the man slip behind a column, and then she slides her foot down onto the floor. Without adjusting her upper body, she pushes herself slowly backward, through the swinging door and into the corridor. She continues pushing until she is at the door marked Women’s Room. She pushes through that door, too, and then into a handicap stall.


  She leaves the chair in the stall, locking it from the outside, and peeks out the bathroom door, checking the corridor.


  She needs to find Baby Boy.


  Before they can take him from her.


  She has to make him better, save him.


  


  


  


  Chapter 42


  


  


  


  Nora stops at a heavy glass door reinforced with chicken wire. She taps and smiles at the desk on the other side. There is a small buzz, and she pushes through.


  “Forgot your ID, boss?” the orderly at the desk asks, smiling.


  “I sure did, Danny,” Nora says, ushering Lacey through the door. “This is Lacey Adams, she’s come to visit James Smith in 324. Will you sign her in, please?”


  Danny nods and turns a lined book to face them. “Sure thing. Just initial right here, Ms. Adams, and I’ll fill in the rest for you.”


  Lacey bends to initial the book, and when she straightens, Nora has put her hand out.


  “It was nice to meet you, Lacey. Just check in with Danny when you leave, okay?” She shakes Lacey’s hand once and then hurries back out the door and down the corridor.


  “Don’t see her up here very often,” Danny says.


  “Oh. No?”


  “Nah…we actually don’t see much of anybody up here.” He smiles. “It’s not for security reasons; security doesn’t need to be very tight. It’s just that most of these folks don’t get visitors. Just go straight up this corridor, past the nurses’ station–only Angelo and Carol are on, but they’ll be in the day room right now–and 324 will be on your left.”


  Lacey nods and glances down the corridor in the direction Danny has indicated, but she doesn’t move. She looks back at Danny, taking in his raised eyebrows and quizzical expression, and she laughs, an embarrassed chuckle.


  “I’m a little nervous, I guess,” she says and glances down the corridor again.


  “Nothing down there can hurt you. These people are all incapacitated in one way or another. You’re stronger than anybody here. Trust me, you’ll be fine.”


  Lacey nods and starts down the corridor, looking for 324. She passes the empty nurses’ station, and its gloomy feeling of abandonment tightens her stomach. She sees 324 just past it on the left. The door opens into the room, but the room is dark, almost pitch black.


  She stands in the doorway, allowing her eyes to adjust. Her hand goes automatically to the wall, hunting a switch. She finds it and flicks it up, and even, white light fills the room.


  It is like a standard hospital room: two beds, two end tables, a curtain on tracks that can surround the beds entirely, and lots of tubes and switches behind the beds. She notes an exception: there is no television. There is a bracket mounted high on the wall opposite the two beds, but the television is no longer hanging on it.


  Her eyes go to the occupied bed, but it is an old, old man, carefully covered with blankets and with some sort of breathing apparatus attached to his face. She looks at the empty bed and wonders briefly if they’ve taken James somewhere for tests. But then she notices that the bed is not made up, she should have noticed it when she came in, but…she didn’t.


  She steps back into the hall.


  324.


  That’s the room number she’d been told, she’s sure of it.


  She glances back in the room. Two beds, two tables, one old man, wires and tubes and…


  A small gasp, almost a yelp, issues from her throat as she steps back into the room. That old man, that wasted, tiny, misshapen bag of bones is…James.


  Everything is pushed from her head, all at once: Henry, Archer, Riddel, the craziness, the gun, the kidnapping, even the murder…and she sees only the James she’d met and fallen in love with, laughed with and lived with and made love to, the one who’d made sure she had packed a lunch, counseled her on her career, listened as she’d poured out the regrets over her shaky relationship with her parents…her James, the James she loved. Even now.


  Tears blur her vision, and somehow she is at the side of the bed, looking down at him. He does look different without eyelashes, without eyebrows, but he is still recognizable. Her eyes drift to the scars on his neck, and then they drift further to his narrow body bundled in the blanket. The white, waffle-weave cotton hides the details of his injuries but not the fundamental changes to the shape of his body. The odd, round, mitten-like appearance of his hands. The way his legs seem to end in points, as though the feet and ankles had been whittled away. And his midsection is sunken in, too–almost hollowed out looking.


  Her eyes drift back to his face, and his eyes are open, startling her. He blinks, and she sees him trying to focus on her, trying to see her face, and he squints, and then his eyes go wide. There is a muffled sound from deep within his throat, and it is the sound of a ruined bellows, but she recognizes it anyway, a drawn out ‘aaaaaayyy’ followed by a soft ‘eee’ as his chest falls. He is saying her name. He knows she is here.


  “James,” Lacey says, laying her shaking hand on his cheek. She touches him gently, and tears fall from his eyes. His eyes swim with them as he stares up at her. His chest rises, and the eerie noise comes again, pushed out from his dying lungs through his fire-ravaged throat, “aaawwweee aaayeee oohh aaaweee,” and she hears him, her mind filling in the lost forever syllables, “I’m sorry, Lacey, I’m so sorry.”


  She bends to him and kisses his cheek. She straightens, her lips wet with tears.


  “It’s okay, James,” she says. “I forgive you.”


  He closes his eyes, another long sigh pushing out as his chest falls, but this time it is just a whoosh, no vowel sounds, but Lacey feels that she can detect the relief in it. The letting go. And she feels her own relief, her own letting go that seems in concert with his, or in answer to it. She bends again, laying her head on his chest but gently, so gently; he is so frail now.


  “I love you, James,” she says, closing her eyes. “I love you.”


  She barely has time to register a small shuffling noise from behind her when a sudden, sharp pain explodes through her head followed by a burst of intense red light.


  Then there is nothing.


  


  Margaret stares at the woman on the floor. She’s one of them. A baby stealer. Margaret had watched her from the bathroom where she’d gone to get Baby Boy some water to wash down his medicine. She has a whole pocketful of medicine for him. She’d been saving up.


  Now, she sets the toilet tank cover on the stripped bed. She bends to the woman on the floor and hooks her hands around her wrists. She drags her away from Baby Boy’s bed. Then she turns and stares at her baby.


  She’s so happy to have him back. She wasn’t sure if she’d get the chance to see him again or not. He was such a sickly baby, she’d been afraid they wouldn’t know how to take care of him, to give him his special medicine. Did they know to only feed him every three days? And did they know they had to count out the medicine doses…one, two, three? Margaret hadn’t known until God had told her. Right after she’d had the baby. God told her how it was sick and it needed fixing, and God had given her the keys…the code. The code of three. To cure the baby. Poor Baby Boy. And it helped because she didn’t know how to take care of a baby, hadn’t even known she was pregnant. Hadn’t known what pregnancy was even. Her father had told her that her belly was growing a tumor made of cancer. That God was mad, bringing down his wrath because she’d been disrespectful, slothful, willful and not listened to her daddy, had not bent before him.


  And so, to her, Baby Boy had been both a bad secret and a miracle, a punishment and also her way to redemption. She had put the baby in the shed, and she had done as God instructed. And she had tried to listen to her daddy, too, but he told her that her addled brain was from sin, that the numbers she loved so much were so much nonsense, but she didn’t know if she should believe God or her daddy. And finally, she’d decided to believe God.


  Because God was nicer. Said nicer things. And she had killed her daddy and put him in the shed and brought the baby in the house. But eventually, the police had come, and they’d taken Baby Boy away…how long ago? Three years? She thinks so, yes.


  She thinks it’s probably been three years.


  She stands over him, looking down. She pulls the oxygen mask away to see him clear. It is Baby Boy just as God had told her. Told her in the dayroom, she’d heard him say it. That her son was here now. Waiting on her. To do her duty.


  She lifts his head, very gently, mindful of the scars on his neck (where did the scars come from…someone hurt the baby) and she pulls the pillow from behind his head. She has to get his breathing fixed up so he can take his medicine.


  She places the pillow over his face. To help him. To help his breathing, which has become ragged, tearing, as he gasps for air. But the pillow helps that. Makes his breathing easier. Quieter. His little legs kick in joy, and she laughs aloud, staring up at the ceiling, toward heaven. Toward God. Her mouth is open wide. She feels light and heat coming from her open mouth, lighting the room, illuminating each dark corner and recess.


  Now Baby Boy waves his arms in ecstasy. Margaret sees God looking down at her through the light from her throat, the beacon she made drawing his attention, the attention, the attention! His eyes on her! Now Baby Boy is singing, enraptured, and she sings too! Like a bird, like a whale, like a lion! Sending the Baby to his real father, to God, his father, his father, his FATHER…!


  Arch and Henry hear the wailing, and they stop walking and exchange an uneasy glance. It had been so quiet in here until now, but to both of them, the wailing–a crazy, uneven caterwauling–is what an insane asylum should sound like.


  Henry turns and glances back down the corridor in time to see the orderly Danny, who’d had them sign in, running toward them. The alarm on his face shows Henry that the wailing is not normal, is, in fact, far from it.


  At the same time, Arch realizes the sound is coming from 324–their destination. He bolts down the corridor, Henry not far behind. Arch rounds into 324, barely cutting his speed, and takes in the room at a glance. He registers Lacey on her side at the end of the bed, a halo of blood growing around her head. A red-haired woman in a hospital gown is at the head of the bed. The wasted form on the bed struggles as she holds something to it.


  He starts toward Lacey, but Henry pushs past him and drops heavily to his knees beside Lacey and gathers her into his arms. He is yelling her name over and over. Arch thinks, he is not going to be able to speak tomorrow, and then he turns his attention to the harpyish figure assaulting the man in the bed.


  He steps toward her and puts his hands on her shoulders, trying to pull her away, but her strength is fierce. Arch registers Henry trying to carry Lacey through the door as Danny, the orderly from the desk, finally makes it to the room, and now her body blocks the orderly’s entrance.


  “Stop her,” Danny yells, pointing at the harpy, his eyes on Arch’s, and then he bends to help Henry.


  Arch realizes two things in quick succession: one, that the red-haired woman is a patient, and two, the figure on the bed is James. The very monster he’d come to see. Without hesitation, he gets a stronger grip on the woman and pulls her away. Using all his strength, he shoves her aside and reachs to put the oxygen mask back on James’ face. His mouth opens and closes as he gasps for air.


  Next to him, the crazy woman screams.


  “My baby! My baby!” She struggles up and tries to push Arch aside, but he fights her, pushing back with one hand even as he snaps the mask into place with the other. She scratches at Arch’s face, and he feels her nails cut through his skin, stinging, but still he fends her off. He is conscious that he is stronger but that her determination is soon going to overwhelm his defensive strategies. He doesn’t want to do it, but if she doesn’t lay off, he’s going to have to hurt this woman.


  He tries a good, hard shove, his hands planted firmly on her chest, and she stumbles to her knees, but then is up so quickly, he barely has time to register his disgust at the worn, squashed feel of her breasts beneath his hands.


  Her wailing goes on and on, and Arch wonders if this is what it feels like to go crazy…when suddenly she collapses before him. A nurse with a needle is revealed behind her as she goes down, his eyes wide, his teeth gritted in determination. In the sudden silence, he looks in shock from Arch to the patient crumpled at his feet.


  “Jesus, Red,” the orderly says, addressing the woman on the ground, then he looks back up at Arch. “Hi, I’m Angelo.” He blinks at Arch and then looks back down almost as if he is unable to do anything else.


  “Uh, hi. I’m Arch,” Arch says. He puts a hand to his cheek. “You guys got any Band-Aids around here?”


  Angelo looks up, his eyes dazed, and he nods. “Yeah, course. Gimme a sec, though, okay?”


  Arch nods but then wanders from the room, hand still to his cheek. He turns back as he leaves to see the nurse checking James, asking him a question, and he sees James’ head nod once, a slight movement.


  So, he’s okay, then, Arch thinks, I saved him, saved his life. And for some reason, he laughs. It is a wild laugh, bordering on hysteria.


  Then he turns from the room and into the corridor.


  He has to find Henry and Lacey.


  


  


  


  Chapter 43


  


  


  


  When Lacey opens her eyes, the first thing she sees is a window heavily barred and shot through with chicken wire. She struggles to sit up, but her legs feel tied down, her arms heavy with padding, and she fancies she has lost her mind, been committed to spend the rest of her days with James in the mental hospital.


  Then her hands loose themselves from the blanket that she had twisted into disarray while she slept. It pulls up and away from her feet, and suddenly her limbs are free. Then a hand descends on her shoulder, and she tries to pull away as the hand grips her tighter, pulling her back the other way.


  She looks up in panic, and it is Henry, his face a grimacing mask of fear and fatigue. He is shaking his head, trying to pull her to him. His expression and silence coupled with her disorientation panics her, and she strikes out, not to hit him, but to break his hold on her shoulders.


  He grips her tighter, and his mouth works as he stares in alarm and frustration over her, past her, it seems to Lacey. Then a rough breath issues from his throat, a ragged whisper so like James’ breathy vowel sounds that Lacey’s stomach tightens into a knot as hot confusion whips through her. She has lost her mind.


  “Lace, please, your stitches…” he breathes out, barely audible, and as she deciphers his words a stinging wetness tickles down her forehead. She reaches a shaking hand to her forehead, and her fingers come away bright red. She lays back, all at once aware of the pain and the dizziness.


  Henry reaches past her and pushes a button on a cord hanging next to her. Then he grips a wad of tissue from the box on the table and presses them delicately to her forehead.


  “Henry?” Lacey says, grasping his wrist. “What happened? Are you okay? Your voice…”


  His hand stills and drops away, and he looks at her searchingly, his eyes scanning every part of her face, taking her in, drinking her in like nourishment. He smiles, and the smile serves to highlight new lines etched into his face, the deep black circles under his eyes.


  “Lacey,” he says, his voice cracking and breaking, and he winces and puts a hand to his throat, but his eyes never leave her face.


  “She awake?” comes from past him, and a nurse comes in. He sees the blood on Lacey’s forehead, and he frowns and tsks at her. “I hope you didn’t rip any of your stitches. Let me take a peek. This might hurt a little.” And he reaches for the bandage and begins to work at the taped edges. Lacey hisses in pain, and he grimaces in sympathy. “Sorry, hon, almost there.”


  Her hand is gripped warmly, and she cuts her eyes to Henry.


  “What happened to your voice?”


  He shakes his head, his hand going to his throat and chuffs out a painful laugh.


  “Big dummy strained his vocal cords, that’s what,” the nurse says, his eyes never leaving his work. “Just yelled and yelled, ‘Lacey! Lacey!’ like Rocky!” When he mimicked Henry’s voice, he made it strained and impassioned, a caricature, and Henry laughs again, shaking his head, red-faced with embarrassment.


  “I’m Angelo, by the way,” Angelo says. “I’m not the nurse for this floor, I just wanted to stop in and see you. How ya’ doin?”


  “I’m…I’m good. It’s nice to meet you, Angelo.” Lacey can’t shake the feeling of disorientation. She looks to Henry, and he smiles and grips her fingers again. She feels reassured by his smile, but his silence is still unnerving.


  “What day is it? Am I okay?” she addresses Henry, but Angelo answers.


  “It’s Saturday. You’re fine. You just got a bump on the head, and we wanted to watch you overnight. Most likely for insurance reasons, if you get me. Nora’s probably afraid you’re going to sue us for letting a crazy get you. But I hope you don’t because I think it was mostly my fault.” Angelo purses his lips, putting a fresh bandage on her cleaned-up wound. “You didn’t tear them. It’s mostly hidden by your hair…probably won’t be able to see a scar at all.


  “I didn’t know Red was as…frisky…as she ended up being. I thought the old thing was practically comatose, I mean, really! I’ve been here for more than twenty years, and I swear to God! She has never even moved out of her chair without assistance!”


  Angelo steps back and sits on the empty bed next to hers. He crosses his arms and tilts his head. “She must have been hiding her medication. I never would have guessed!” But even as he says it, he has a recollection of a day months ago when the two other day-room nurses had been discussing the new patient, the loony that killed that old couple. And they’d been marveling over what a crazy small world it is, Red’s son coming to this same hospital, thirty years after his crazy mom!


  And Angelo had seen something in Red’s eyes…some flicker of alarm? Recognition? But then it had gone, and she’d been her dim old self, so how was he to know? He dealt with a lot of loonies! Too many to keep an eagle eye on just one.


  He smiles at Lacey. “You’re lucky! This guy is crazy about you! Refused to go home, refused even to lay down and sleep.”


  Lacey smiles at Angelo and glances at Henry. His head is down, hiding his expression, but his fingers tighten on hers again. She squeezes back.


  “Thank you, Angelo,” she says. “I think I’m lucky, too.”


  “Nora wants the ward doc to check you out, and then we’ll let you go…sound good? All your stuff is over here, safe and sound. They aren’t going to charge you for anything, would be my guess. Want you to leave happy, right?”


  He stands and goes to a combination locker-closet and pulls her clothes out and lays them on the empty bed. He turns back to the closet to retrieve her purse. “That James is not doing well…am I talking out of turn telling you that? They’re not even sure why, I mean, he’s been stable for weeks. But sometimes it just happens like that. Especially with that amount of trauma. They don’t expect him to make it past the weekend. I didn’t know if you wanted to try and stop in again. If you had any unfinished business or whatever, since your original visit was so rudely interrupted.” He smiles.


  Lacey lowers her head. She feels Henry’s eyes on her. She’s not sure how she feels, would have thought she’d feel sadder, but she doesn’t feel very much at all. It is as though her James had gone long ago. She’s mourned and gotten over him. I am lucky, she thinks. Because I got to say goodbye to him. The real James.


  She smiles at Henry. Grips his hand tighter. Then she turns to Angelo.


  “When will that doctor be here? I want to leave.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 44


  


  


  


  Two months later, as winter turned to spring, Lacey had a big party to celebrate Henry’s 30th birthday. She held it at his mom and stepdad’s house at Mary Ellen’s request. Lacey had agreed with the request at once. It would be much easier to keep it a surprise that way.


  And he was surprised. Surprised by the amount of people that came, including Arch who made a special trip down from New Brunswick to be there. And Arch even brought his girlfriend, Talia–a tiny blonde who gazed at Arch adoringly. He’d ‘saved’ her one night on campus when the front wheel of her bike had gone flat and he’d walked her home, carrying it over his shoulder. Then he’d showed up the next day at her dorm with a patch kit. And they’d been inseparable since then.


  Mack from the shop is there with Bonnie, and they both take turns giving Henry bear hugs. He would swear Bonnie’s hug is almost as strong as Mack’s. Then Bonnie and Lacey disappear into the kitchen together, discussing something new Lacey was trying–a new spice for roasted vegetables. Lacey looks back as they turn into the kitchen and gives Henry a radiant smile–triumphant and teasing because she had pulled off this surprise, but also deep with uncomplicated love.


  Henry had watched her closely the first few weeks after they’d come home from the hospital. It was probably a good thing that he’d had to choose his words carefully in deference to his aching throat because they’d talked very little about why she’d gone there without telling him. And in the end, he decided it didn’t matter because the skittishness and nightmares that had developed after the first incident had disappeared entirely. And for that Henry was more grateful than he could have said.


  Mark shoves a Pepsi into Henry’s hand. “Drink up, man! Happy thirtieth!” Henry smiles at his friend, who’s got his arm around one of the girls Lacey works with.


  Mary Ellen hugs him, too. “Were you surprised, Henry?” she asks, her hands clasped under her chin. “Lacey is amazing! She had everything planned out to a T! She even made Chuck’s favorite, the little hot dogs in blankets! He loves that girl, you know.” Henry glances past his mom to Chuck, who is indeed swirling a little hot dog into a cup of mustard. He bites into it and closes his eyes, enraptured. Henry feels a laugh bubble up through his throat, but he squelches it and merely shakes his head. His mom is looking at him, a certain knowledge in her eyes. “He’s real glad you found her. He told me he thinks she’s good for you. I think so, too.”


  Chuck comes over, wiping mustard from his chin, and claps Henry on the back. “Happy birthday, Henry.” Henry nods and smiles, shakes Chuck’s hand, and then moves past him, deeper into the party.


  


  Arch stands in the backyard in the cool dusk. He is facing the Simonellis’ house. Of course, it isn’t the Simonellis’ house anymore. A young couple bought it. His mom said they seemed nice, two little kids and another on the way.


  That’s good, Arch thinks, I’ll have to tell Bill. He’d like that.


  Then he turns back to his own house. He can see the people that have spilled from the kitchen onto the back porch; the windows glow with light and life. They are milling around, clapping each other on the shoulder and back, laughing, drinking, and eating…enjoying the party. Arch watches as Henry comes from the kitchen and sees Lacey on the porch and grabs her up in a hug. Lacey laughs and kisses Henry on the lips.


  Then Arch sees the bright blonde head of Talia, obviously searching for him, and he shoves his hands in his pockets, grinning.


  He will go in to her in a minute.


  He just wants to watch the crowd for a little while longer.


  


  


  ~The End~
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  Randy leaned back and closed his eyes, letting the tip of the fishing pole dip almost to the water. The yellow bobbin bobbed obediently, riding the gentle waves. The sun was warm and the steady lapping of water against the little rowboat was relaxing. He didn’t get much time to relax anymore and wanted to make the most of this small window.


  It was very quiet; a steady breeze made the trees on the banks seem to whisper a sweet song of rest. The sunlight off the water dappled strange but soothing shapes across his eyelids. He felt himself sinking into a comfortable abyss. The pole slipped from his loosening hands.


  “Randy, Jesus, will you please pay attention to what you’re doing? You’ve got something on the line!”


  Bonnie. He’d almost forgotten all about her. He glanced back at his wife of forty-some years, taking in the lines of varicose veins, the pudgy way her thighs pushed at the edges of her Bermudas. Her stomach was pooching out under the life vest she wore. Life vest. Jesus jumped up. In the bay?


  “Bonnie, you don’t need a damn vest in the bay. What do you think is going to happen? Whale gonna sink us?”


  You’re the only whale around here, he thought and then felt bad about it. He was for sure no skinny Minnie, himself. And the reality was they’d both lost quite a bit of weight in the last two months. Not much choice in it.


  He felt a tug on the line and started cranking the reel. He cranked slowly, more preoccupied with Bonnie than he was with the line because chances were better he’d snagged a bunch of debris rather than anything edible.


  He turned, straining, to see her better. She was sitting bolt upright in the seat behind his, her hands clutching the sides of the little boat. Her teeth were clenched and thinly veiled panic danced in her tired eyes. The life vest pushed up against the underside of her jaw, doubling her chin, giving her a childlike, vulnerable look. Randy felt the familiar give and take of his feelings: irritation at her constant nagging overtaken by the desire to protect her from anyone or anything. Even if that meant protection from his own unkind thoughts.


  “Honey,” he said, still absently cranking the reel. “Just relax. Isn’t it nice out here? Isn’t it pretty in the bay?”


  Her gaze slid left and right and then back to him. She shook her head and tears slid into the deep pouches under her eyes. Her chin trembled. She had never gone fishing with him before all this happened. She preferred lunch with the ladies and then a refreshing trip to the mall for more scarves…he would swear she had more than a hundred. So, he’d always fished by himself. Back then, though, it had been mostly freshwater fishing and he’d done it from the safety of a collapsible chair on the bank.


  Everything had changed now, though.


  Boy, had it ever.


  Randy shook his head, thinking. The line was getting heavier by the second. He hoped it wasn’t a tree, all waterlogged with tangly branches.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked him, her voice edged with panic. “Why are you shaking your head?”


  “Bonnie, please. Nothing is wrong. Would you just try and relax? Haven’t I told you a million times that attitude is everything? If you would just try–”


  He’d turned to face her again as he reeled, straining against the weight on the line–something heavy coming up. Her eyes went past him and her mouth dropped open in horror. Randy squinted at her and started to ask what was wrong but before he could say anything, she whooped out a scream loud enough to send birds flying in a panic from the trees along the shoreline.


  He turned forward to where her gaze was directed. The line had cleared the water. He’d hooked a man right through the eye socket.


  The man’s skin was almost entirely eaten away–by fish or by time or by a combination of the two…it was hard to tell. The one eye he had left was a bleached out blue and the retina was floating sleepily off to the side. It looked like he was trying to see back into the water he’d just been hooked from. His tongue was a spongy mass filling the cavity of his mouth, surrounded by white, split lips.


  The man on the line groaned. He pulled a waterlogged arm from the water and flailed at the side of the boat. Randy thought it sounded like someone hitting the boat with a baked ham. He felt a little ill and then became aware of Bonnie’s scream going on and on behind him. Then he saw why. A small water snake had curled itself into the hole where the man’s other eye should have been.


  Bonnie hated snakes.


  “It’s okay, honey, it’s all right. That snake doesn’t want you,” he said and turned to try and catch her eye. “He’s content where he’s at.”


  The man on the line moaned and the sound had a choking, burbling quality. A thick rope of mucous and water was draining steadily from a hole in his cheek. His arm flailed again but this time, his hand banged over the side of the boat. Three of his fingers disengaged from the pulpy hand and splatted onto the floor where they rolled to and fro.


  “Gross,” Randy said, looking at the fingers at his feet. As he watched, one of the fingers began to scrabble in a half-circle, trying to gain traction, then it lay still.


  Bonnie screamed on and on.


  “I don’t care I don’t care Randy just for God’s sake get that thing off the line so I don’t have to see that snake anymore oooooh I hate snakes!”


  She had squeezed her eyes closed and her mouth had squinched up and she was shaking her head like a little girl who has tasted something awful.


  “Okay, okay, hold on, Bonnie, just hang on, honey bunny.” Randy dug a knife from his pocket and flipped open the blade. He took one more look at the sinker he’d hooked and regretted the lure he was about to lose. But there was no helping it. He couldn’t put his hand that close to the thing’s mouth. It would bite him for sure and then he’d most likely get the sickness, too. And God knows Bonnie would never be able to get the little boat back to the big boat, so then what? Then Bonnie would end up as a sinker, too.


  Nope; definitely not worth the lure.


  He cut the line.


  The sinker did what all the sinkers do: it sank.


  Roger sat back and sighed. They still had a few good hours left in the day, but the fun had gone out of it. If only they hadn’t come across that snake.


  But they had, so.


  “It’s okay, Bonnie, no snake. All gone, see?”


  She cracked an eye open and looked. Then she opened her other eye. She smiled shakily at Randy. “Oh, thank you, honey bunny,” she said. “Ooh, I really do hate snakes. I just…they scare me half to death. I’m so sorry, Randy.”


  She smiled and under the weight of years he saw the pretty young girl he’d married. He smiled back and then gave her soft knee a squeeze. “No problem, honey, I didn’t feel like fishing anymore, anyway. Those idiots on Flyboy don’t know what they’re talking about half the time; I don’t know what they were thinking sending us out here. It’s a terrible spot to fish.”


  Because now the fish had plenty to snack on…it was hard to get them to bite at lures anymore, especially in the bay.


  Randy socketed the oars into the oarlocks and began the long pulls that would take them back to Barbra’s Bay Breeze. Bonnie tickled his ears and neck each time the rowing motion put him back in her reach. She’d got to giggling. Randy laughed and swatted at her darting, tickling fingers. Then he settled more seriously into the job of rowing. Maybe he could think of a good way to round out the afternoon, after all.


  He became contemplative, watching the shoreline as they went past. “Hey, Bonnie, do you think that sinker looked like Al?”


  “Al who, honey?” she asked. She was happier now they were headed back. The snake had scared the daylights out of her, but she also didn’t like being in the bay in the small boat. The water was too shallow in places. Too full of…


  “Al Anders, that sales guy from Mag Industrial? The big, bald guy? Back in…oh, I guess it would have been ninety seven? Or eight? When we lived down near Baltimore, remember?”


  “You mean Pete Anders. Pete was the bald man who worked with you at Mag.” There’s amusement in her voice. She’s still holding onto the sides of the boat, but not as tight.


  “Oh, that’s right! I always did get him mixed up, didn’t I, Bonnie?”


  “Yes, you always did, honey bunny,” she said and laughed.


  That guy had been a pretty decent sort, if a bit pushy, Randy thought and smiled a bit sadly. He wondered if old Pete had made it through…not many had. He scanned the shoreline dreamily, caught up in reminiscence.


  The shoreline was thick with shuffling corpses that by all rights should have lain still. Their combined voices waxed and waned with the breeze. Every few seconds, they surged forward and the ones in the front fell in and became sinkers.


  People on the boats called them chum sometimes, too.


  Yep, that one he’d brought up had looked like bald Pete. Could have been him, too, for all Randy knows.


  Funny world.


  


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  


  


  Maggie stood on the deck of Barbra’s Bay Breeze and watched Randy and Bonnie as they rowed in. She stood by, ready to grab their rope and get the little rowboat tied up. She knew she was supposed to call this part of the boat the prow or the port or something equally nonsensical (to her), but she just didn’t feel like it. She was too tired today. Watching Randy and Bonnie was also making her sad, making her miss Joe. How did those two wind up alive as a couple when so many others had not? She and Joe were young; they deserved to have survived together–they were only in their thirties where Randy and Bonnie had to be in their sixties.


  She ran a hand through her chestnut hair and consciously put the blocks to her agitation, knowing it was exhaustion and possibly hormones coloring everything in shades of brownish gray.


  It was hardly their fault–any of it. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. Just good luck or bad luck, really. She had to remind herself of that.


  Maggie mostly liked everyone aboard the ‘ThreeBees’, as everyone called it for shorthand. Barbra’s Bay Breeze, along with being a general mouthful, was also a bit of a tongue-twister. Say it ten times fast, dare ya.


  Maggie smiled, but it was faint and brief. Joe used to make up inane tongue twisters and try and make Maggie say them. Brown bloody brook, or bracket biscuit basket, or laying larger lager. Silly things for silly times. It had even got on her nerves after a while. What she wouldn’t give to have those times back now, though. To have Joe back.


  A small, warm hand slipped into hers and she looked down to see Babygirl standing next to her. Baby clutched a stuffed rabbit in her free hand and gazed up at Maggie with anxious blue eyes. Maggie had noticed that Baby oftentimes seemed to pick up on other people’s feelings. Was it because she was a naturally sensitive child or just scared and watchful? Or was it all those things?


  Maggie had found Baby during her trek to the shore. Baby had been thin as a shadow and when asked her name had only been able to whisper the generic but somehow fitting ‘Babygirl’. She looked maybe six or seven, but had mentally regressed during her trial on land. Maggie was as amazed as ever that this little one had survived…not many children had. Too vulnerable.


  She smiled at Babygirl and squeezed her hand. Baby smiled back. Her hair was angelically white blonde, but thin, and her skin had an almost translucent look to it. She was a beautiful child, but it was a fleeting beauty, Maggie knew. When Babygirl reached her late teens or early twenties, that thin hair would only look ragged and her fragile skin would show every bad gene that was just waiting to morph this pretty child into a prematurely aging, white trash stereotype.


  But maybe there weren’t any more stereotypes, Maggie thought. Maybe we can at least put those to rest with all the legitimately dead back on land. Then she shook her head. All the old, bad stuff was probably just as active as those shuffling corpses out there. Just waiting for their time to come around again. Maggie shivered.


  “Miss Maggie!” Randy said and tossed her the rope, making her jump.


  Line, she corrected herself, it’s called a line, not a rope, and she tied it to one of the cleats at the back of the boat (prow? no…port? Oh, the hell with it). She reached a hand down to Randy.


  “Permission to come aboard?” he said and snapped a salute at her. Maggie laughed but she didn’t meet his eyes. Couldn’t. She was pretty close to tears, she realized, somehow brought on by Randy’s good-natured foolishness. Randy continued to stand at rigid attention, grinning and oblivious.


  But Bonnie noticed.


  “Randy, please just get on the boat so I can get out of this torture device.” She shot Maggie a sympathetic glance and Maggie’s smile deepened past polite, warming her face.


  Bonnie put her hands out for Maggie and Randy to pull her aboard. She squeaked a little as they heaved her up onto the teak deck. “We saw a snake,” Bonnie said in tones you would normally reserve for statements like ‘it’s malignant’ or ‘the puppy died’. She shook her head as Maggie tutted and rubbed a comforting circle on her back. “It was huge. A monster! Almost as big as you, Babygirl!”


  Baby’s eyes went wide as she clutched her rabbit tighter under her chin and grimaced with fear–but she was only play-acting, drawn in by Bonnie’s theatrical tone.


  “Jesus, Bonnie,” Randy said and bent to re-tie the line, huffing a bit over his watermelon of a stomach. “That snake was no bigger than a handful and you know it. Don’t scare Babygirl. She’ll never come fishing with me if you do that.” Randy winked at Baby and she smiled shyly, tucking herself more firmly behind Maggie.


  “There was a sinker on the line, too,” Bonnie said, her tone casual. “I didn’t think we were close enough to the shoreline to catch one of those nasty things.” She shrugged and began to pick at the catches holding her life vest on. Her fingernails were still nicely shaped, if shorter than she’d ever worn them as an adult. No acrylics on the ThreeBees, she thought and sighed to herself. At least she had a little bottle of polish tucked away back in her room. Being stuck in this situation was no reason not to look as nice as possible, was it? Although she was starting to get tired of ‘Autumn Shimmer’ after two months of nothing but. Especially since it wasn’t Autumn and wouldn’t be for a couple of months.


  Maggie had stiffened at Bonnie’s words and she turned to address Randy. “No trouble? With the sinker?”


  Randy shook his head and smiled. “No. Not really. It left a few fingers in the rowboat, but other than that…no problems.”


  “Fingers? In the rowboat?” Baby grabbed Maggie’s hand again, even tighter.


  Randy leaned over and smiled into Baby’s face. “Yes, but don’t you worry, Babygirl. Fingers can’t hurtcha’!” He wiggled his in her direction in a tickling motion. She giggled but then looked to Maggie for confirmation.


  “Well, we don’t really know for sure, though. We should probably get them out of there,” Maggie said. She was a lot more cautious than Randy and Bonnie. She’d seen more in the days right after the beginning of the end; been out in it longer as she’d made her way shoreward.


  Randy and Bonnie were residents of a town right near here, Cape May? Was that where they said they’d come from? They’d had an easier time of it. When everything had fallen apart, they’d simply taken to the water like anyone else with a boat. People noticed very quickly that whatever else the walking dead could do, they couldn’t swim. It wasn’t long before people started referring to them as sinkers or chum.


  Maggie and Joe had lived in New Jersey, too, but quite a bit further inland, almost to Philadelphia in a town known for its small, friendly neighborhoods. She and Joe had had a Cape Cod on a quarter acre yard and had lived on their street for thirteen years.


  


  ~ ~ ~


  


  The Tuesday that it really broke–June 7th–Joe never made it home from his job in the city. She still couldn’t think about it without a heavy knot forming in her stomach.


  He called from his cell and Maggie had already been home, standing in the kitchen, still in her scrubs; she wasn’t due back in to the hospital again for the next two days. She was exhausted from her last shift as an ER nurse. There had been so many people who came in with the flu…it had been like some kind of crazy, overnight epidemic…that her original shift had been extended by four hours.


  She had the television on the counter turned to a local news station. Joe’s voice was broken up because he was on the train. Part of his ride–before the bridge–was underground. He said not to worry and he’d see her soon and to lock up.


  He said he loved her.


  As Maggie listened to his voice, the television was showing Philadelphia. So many people in the streets. They seemed to be pouring from every building in a human flood. The camera must have been right outside the news station and it was directed up Broad, a main thoroughfare. There was no word in Maggie’s vocabulary for what she was seeing. Chaos, anarchy, pandemonium…none of these words were big enough–bad enough–to describe what was happening. People were being hit by cars, by city busses, by cabs. They were knocking into each other, falling, screaming, crying, and in some cases, fighting.


  As she watched, one man–a young man, maybe a student–was hit by a car and knocked to the side of the road. As he struggled to stand, more people ran past, kicking him or running right over his hands, arms and head as he struggled. Then a car ran over his mid-section and he stopped struggling. He was tiny and blurry; a blurred mass of denim and blood and books. Maggie stared, horrified, her mouth hanging open as she listened to Joe’s chopped up voice. She nodded as if he could see her and stepped closer to the television. The young man lay still as death. Did she really just watch that kid die? On television? Her mind danced and feinted, trying for a less unsavory explanation…but there was none. “Joe,” she said, her voice a shocked rasp. “Joe, I just saw…I just saw a guy, a boy, get…”


  The blurry corpse twitched. Maggie stepped back sharply, her heart leaping painfully. Had that kid…? Had he moved? “Joe, you won’t believe this but…”


  Joe’s voice went on and on. He couldn’t hear her, she realized. She could hear him, but he couldn’t hear her. “Joe?” she said, her voice tiny, a little girl’s voice.


  The young man moved again and she felt a shift of hope like warm water in her head but then that warmth was washed away by icy shock…the young man was dragging himself up onto the sidewalk. But only half of himself. Only his front half. From mid-chest down, he’d been severed. She could just make out the twin lumps of his lungs dragging behind him…hanging on by threads.


  The running people on the sidewalk dodged away from him as instinctively as sheep will turn from a dog. Or a coyote. He grabbed at each flying pair of legs. “Joe, this kid, he’s not dead, he’s not dead he’s oh god what is he what’s happening…?”


  On some level she realized she wasn’t making any sense and she closed her mouth. She was scaring herself. Joe told her to keep the doors locked. Don’t go outside. He loved her. “Maggie? Maggie can me? Ma I love you can wrong with the train but Maggie?”


  A lady fell down, right in front of the young man. Had she been pushed? Maggie thought so, yes. The young man grabbed at the lady, grabbed her hair and pulled himself up onto her. Her arms flailed and she must have been screaming, of course she was, but there was no sound from the television. The young man was…he was…Maggie slid to the floor, her back against the kitchen cabinets, until the television was above her, the picture distorted by the angle. She said, “Joe please god please come home Joe come home please.” Her voice was high and thin. She couldn’t tell if she was hearing herself from outside or inside. She didn’t care.


  That young man was eating that lady. Eating her face. Tearing great hunks from her throat. Then the camera must have been hit because the scene seemed to float through the air, revolving, toppling. Maggie experienced a strong sense of vertigo as the camera fell.


  “Maggie? I lov me? Can–” Joe’s voice cut off all at once and Maggie vomited between her legs onto the kitchen floor.


  


  ~ ~ ~


  


  Maggie sent Babygirl along with Randy and Bonnie and then stepped down into the little rowboat. ThreeBees had two rowboats tied to the back of it plus two jet skis tied up alongside. From her vantage point on the rowboat, Maggie looked back at the ThreeBees. It had once been something pretty special, Maggie surmised, someone’s Shangri-la. Barbra’s Bay Breeze was painted in gold across her back end in boasting, fancy script.


  Now, after two months of serious habitation, it was looking much worse for wear. The boats and jet skis tied up around it gave the formerly sleek vessel a doddering, mother hen look. It (she, Maggie corrected herself, she) was a sixty-foot cabin cruiser, a weekender yacht for someone of moderate wealth. Three bedrooms and a bathroom (head, Maggie, it’s called a head, she thought and another ghost of a smile crossed her lips…what Joe would have said about that!). The second level, the level she was looking at, consisted of the back deck, side decks, and front deck; and inside, a big salon and a galley. The cockpit was one deck up…the staterooms one deck below.


  There were nine people living on it now. Randy and Bonnie, herself, Babygirl (she and Babygirl shared a bedroom), Jade and Singer, a brother and sister from New York in their mid-twenties who’d been staying with family in Sea Isle. Mrs. Allen, who had to be at least eighty, and Denny and Brian, roommates from Stockton State who’d managed to find their way to the coast. Just as Maggie had done. The young men bedded down in the salon and Jade and Mrs. Allen shared the remaining bedroom.


  Clothing hung from a line draped across the entryway from the salon to the back deck, drying in the wind. Classy, Maggie thought to herself, very, very classy. Bet the former owners never thought to dry their underthings on a line this way as they cruised from port to port. But of course, they had to conserve resources. Most important thing out here: resources. Her eyes slid with unconscious resentment to Flyboy, floating serenely out on the waves about a half-mile away.


  Flyboy was a yacht, too, but Maggie surmised that the owners of Barbra’s Bay Breeze would have gazed upon Flyboy with envy so deep that it would almost have been a physical itch. Flyboy was a super yacht: somewhere just over two hundred feet, Maggie would guess, eight guest rooms, six crew’s quarters, two salons, three heads, six decks–four above the water, two below, two galleys, a crew’s mess, a gym, a media room, an elevator (which wasn’t put to use), a grand circular staircase, a garage that held a runabout and jet skis or even a car…everything the seafaring billionaire would need to be comfortable.


  Talk about needing resources, Maggie thought, what got used on that sucker in just one week could run the ThreeBees for a year!


  But Flyboy also held over eighty people right now. Maggie had been on it last about a week ago for the general assembly. The formerly elegant appointments on Flyboy were looking even worse for wear than their own little ThreeBees. Cabinets had been chipped and countertops stained. Hand stitched leather upholstery had been snagged and gouged. Gym equipment had long since been heaved overboard to make room for beds. The luxurious owner’s quarters had been occupied by at least ten people camped out in nests of blankets and even couch cushions filched from the once glamorous salons–what once had been the private domain of some rich oil executive was now actually the least desirable area on the boat–kind of a cattle pen of humanity. The floors were dull and dirty. If the former owners could see Flyboy now, they’d probably faint dead away in a blue-blooded swoon.


  Maggie dragged her mind away from resenting Flyboy and put it back on task. She was being a real bitch today–if not outside, then certainly inside. She needed rest and time alone: a bath, a drink, a magazine that hadn’t been looked at eighteen times already. All of those things were near impossibilities in their new world.


  She got a firmer grip on the fishing net and scanned the floor of the rowboat. Two fingers lay under the seat and she scooped them up and over the side, her face set in lines of disgusted determination. She had to hunt for the third; it had made it to the front of the little boat. She was reminded of snakes and chickens, both purported to ‘live’ quite some time after being divided from their heads.


  She shuddered, hoping it wouldn’t twitch when she touched the net to it. That grossed her out. She finally got up enough nerve to reach forward and with one smooth movement, flung it up and over the side. It made a little ‘plip’ sound when it hit the water. She sighed and sank down onto the middle seat, blowing out a held breath.


  She scanned the horizon, as had become habit, her eyes skimming from beach to road to the little motel and its surrounding cabins. They hadn’t seen any new survivors for weeks now. But you never knew.


  “Maggie?”


  She jumped and turned, her heart racing, but it was only Babygirl. She stood at the edge of the deck and looked at Maggie with worried eyes. “Did you get rid of them fingers?”


  Maggie nodded and smiled. “All gone, Babygirl.” She scrambled up onto the deck and took Babygirl’s hand. “Want to eat?”


  But Baby’s eyes went past Maggie and her face clouded. “What man is that?” she asked.


  “Man?” Maggie echoed, confused, then turned to the starboard side. A yellow life raft floated twenty-five feet out. A man lay spread-eagled in the center, unconscious or sleeping–Maggie couldn’t tell which–but she could see that he was covered in blood.
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