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CONFESSION

“THERE IS NOTHING new under the sun, now is there, Renee?”

Father Andro’s chair creaked as he leaned back. “Whatever you’ve done, I’m sure God can forgive you.” He brought his steaming teacup to his mouth, took a sip, then set it down on his cluttered desk.

I had called three days earlier and asked to see him alone, but only if he could spare the entire evening. Maybe several evenings. By his silence I knew he thought the request strange, especially coming from a woman with an American accent. But for Danny’s sake as well as my own, I had to unburden myself.

“Before I tell you the whole story,” I said, pulling the old, brown journal from my bag, “I have to know that you can appreciate Danny’s past. He wrote this entry when he was in the United States, several years ago. I don’t think many people would understand why he did what he did there.”

Father Andro looked at me over his round spectacles and took the old journal from me. “But you think I can?”

“If a priest in Bosnia can’t forgive him, nobody can.”

“I’m not sure I feel comfortable reading another man’s con fession without their being present.”

“You must. I’m begging you.”

The father’s eyes held steadily on mine. “You would like me to read it now?”

“Yes, please. It’s only a few pages.”

“Wouldn’t you rather tell me—”

“Please, let’s just start with what you have in your hand.”

Father Andro nodded. “All right.”

He lifted the journal, cracked its cover, and began to read Danny’s handwritten confession.


 

The Confession of Danny Hansen

I can only remember one time in my life when I begged for another person’s screams to continue.

The screams were my mother’s and I was sure that the only reason she’d stopped was because she could no longer breathe. I was still only a boy and I sat in the corner of my bedroom, knees hugged to my chest, praying for her to make another sound, any sign of life, even if it was a scream.

Now, much older, I hear those screams far too frequently and I beg them to go away. I don’t know if I’m an angel or a monster anymore.

It’s two in the morning right now and storming outside. I’ve laid in my bed for three hours, staring at the ceiling, and, despite my own vow of silence, I must write what happened that day in 1992, hoping that my confession here will finally earn me enough peace to bring sleep.

I grew up in a small town in northern Bosnia, and was fifteen when the civil war between the Croats and the Serbs began in earnest. There were many reasons for the war, but the only thing I came to care about was that Orthodox Christians were killing Catholic Christians.

My mother, my two sisters and I were Catholic. Good Catholics who attended mass at least once a week and said our prayers every day. For as long as I can remember I was convinced that I would become a priest when the time came.

My father had died of lung cancer four years earlier, leaving my mother to care for myself and my sisters, Marija and Nina. Within two years of Father’s passing we had adjusted to life without him and took comfort in our love for each other.

On that fall morning, the weather was still warm and the leaves had not yet fallen from the trees in our valley. We were all seated at the table for a breakfast of muffins and oatmeal in our house on the village’s southern edge. I can picture every detail still.

Mother had made the porridge with milk instead of water that morning, so it was smooth and creamy the way I liked it. Marija preferred more oats and Nina suggested more milk so that it could be eaten like a soup. I objected with a sour face and this made Marija laugh. Encouraged, I offered up a few more examples of how I could twist my face and for a few minutes my oddities made us all laugh.

Mother was still dressed in her sleeping clothes, the same pale yellow flannel night-dress she always wore. Her long, black hair was pulled back into a bun to keep it out of her face. My sisters had also come to the table in their pajamas. I was the only one who’d dressed (slacks and the same gray button-down shirt I’d worn the day before) after rolling out of bed at Mother’s call for breakfast.

We were still laughing over my fourth or fifth facial contortion, this one involving screwed up lips and crossed eyes, when someone banged on the door repeatedly. A harsh voice demanded we let them in or they would break it down.

Our small town sat in a valley to the north of the fighting that had brought Bosnia to a standstill, but a hundred stories had reached us and each one seemed worse than the one before. Reports of terrible killings and rape, slaughters of whole congregations as they sat in mass on a Sunday, snipers hiding in the woods waiting to pop off anyone’s head as they walked by minding their own business.

My mother stood slowly to her feet, face as pale as the porridge. The demand came again, with a curse this time.

Her eyes darted to me and then to my sisters. “Get to your bedrooms! Hurry!”

Marija and Nina fled the table in obedience, but I didn’t want to go. Following my father’s passing Mother had become my greatest source of security—besides the local priest, she was my only true comforter. I felt safe next to her. And I think I made her feel safe as well.

I started to object, but she cut me short with her finger, stabbing toward my bedroom.

“Now! Run! Climb out your window! Get your sisters and run to the priest!”

So I raced down the hall and was about to turn toward my sisters’ room when I heard the front door crash open. I knew that from their vantage whoever had broken down the front door would see me if I ran across the hall toward Marija’s and Nina’s room.

I can’t tell how many times I’ve relived that moment. It was the first in a string of choices that would eventually land me where I am today, a full grown man with a new name, living in America, courting madness.

Panicked, I slipped into my bedroom and eased the door shut, careful not to make a sound. I was halfway across my room, when my mother’s first scream stopped me cold. Then the sound of a slap and running boots.

Afraid I would be caught, I ran to the corner, ducked behind my dresser, and dropped to my seat in the shadows.

The door flew open. Heavy breathing filled the room. Not my own because I had clamped my lungs as tight as a drum.

The door slammed shut. I was alone.

And then another scream, this one from Marija. Followed by the sound of another hard slap. I should have run for the window and gone for help, but even then my first instinct was to stay and save my mother and sisters, never mind that I was only fifteen and as skinny as a twig.

So I didn’t run for help. I hid in the corner like a frightened rabbit, hugging my knees to my chest. Finally, the screaming stopped.

I knew they had missed me and I would be safe if I just stayed put, but I never was the kind to sit put. If you asked me to go one mile, I would go two; if you asked for one contorted face, I would give you four. I had already lost one father, and the thought that I might lose my mother or a sister or even all of them drove me to my feet, still trembling with fear.

The house had gone eerily silent except for the occasional muffled voice. Were they already dead? Or were they being killed, right then, while I stood doing nothing? Maybe I could distract the Serbs. Or even lead them away from the house.

I don’t know how long I stood there, anchored by my own terror, I only know that I became convinced that I had to know what was happening. So I walked to the door, breathless with fear. Slowly, I took the handle in my hand, and, when the house was silent for a few seconds, I eased the door open and pressed one eye up to the crack.

The hall appeared empty. So I pulled the door open just enough to give me a line of sight to my mother’s bedroom.

I was standing in the six-inch gap, peering down the empty hall to my sisters’ closed door, when a soldier in a green uniform filled my mother’s open doorway, fumbling with his pistol belt. His eyes lifted and met mine. For a moment we stood still, staring at each other. If he had come after me straightaway, he would have been able to grab me and stuff me into a bag or shoot me before I got out of the window behind me. But he hesitated, stunned.

“We have a runt!” he roared. And he ran for me.

If I would have slammed the door and run for the window as any sane person of fifteen would have certainly done, I would be dead. He would have simply opened the door and shot me in the back.

Instead, I jerked the door wide open just as he lunged for it. His lumbering body hurled through the sudden opening. Off balance and carried by his own momentum he flew by me, tripped on my foot, and stumbled to his knees.

His pistol belt had fallen on the floor. I bent down, grabbed the gun and jerked it free. The man’s bitter cursing was enough to propel me forward in a blind panic. But now a second soldier threw open my sisters’ door and a third appeared at his shoulder.

“He’s got a gun,” one of them said, eyes darting down to my hand.

My father had taught me to shoot targets with a twenty-two gauge rifle when I was still a young boy. He said I was the most accurate eleven-year-old sharpshooter he’d ever seen. But in the hallway, I realized that if I took the time to shoot the man at my sisters’ bedroom door, the man I’d tripped would reach me and kill me from behind.

So I didn’t shoot the man. I acted as any sensible fifteen year old might. I ran. Down the hall in a dead sprint. Toward the front door. Leaping over a pack one of them had dropped.

It suddenly occurred to me that, although the way through the front door was clear, my back would be to them for the whole sprint down the path. I would be like a turkey in a fall hunt, with three hunters to shoot me down in the open.

So I spun to my left and ran for the kitchen.

A bullet slapped into the wood frame and I ducked. Maybe the shooter’s choice to stop and fire slowed him down enough to give me the time I needed to get out the back door. Or maybe the deafening explosion was enough to give me inhuman speed, I don’t know. Either way I was out and running toward the forest behind the house.

But I didn’t run into the forest because it was only a thin strip of trees that opened up to fields on the far side. I would once again be a turkey to pick off. I only wanted to run into the waist-high grass that surrounded the forest, and I’d only run a few steps into that tall grass before dropping to my knees, scrambling to my left perhaps ten meters, and falling to my back, pistol at the ready above me, trying to control my breathing.

One of them swore. “He’s in the trees.”

They hadn’t seen that I’d dropped short of the forest! They’d come out of the house looking north toward the burning town and by the time they’d turned in the forest’s direction, I was down, leaving only some bent grass to show that I’d gone in.

Or so I hoped.

I recognized the voice of the one whose pistol I’d taken. “Your mother is still alive, you runt! Come out or I swear I’ll go back and put a bullet through her head!” The machine-gun fire from the town sounded like popping corn. “I’ll give you one chance. We have a whole army; your town is surrounded. Come out and we will let you live.”

Their muffled voices approached as I lay there sweating, shivering with fear. But then they passed and faded. They’d gone into the forest?

I eased up, poked my head just above the grass, saw that they were gone and knew I might not get a second chance. So I stood and ran back to the house, praying with each step that I wouldn’t be seen.

I raced through the kitchen and into the living room with my mother’s name on my lips.

“Mama?”

She didn’t respond.

Louder now. “Marija?”

I ran down the hall, still clinging to the pistol. Into my mother’s room where I pulled up at the sight before me.

My mother lay at an angle on her bed. The sheets were soaked in blood. Her throat had been cut.

My heart stopped.

“Mama?”

Her head. It was barely attached to her body. Her dead eyes were staring at the ceiling.

Frantic, I tore from the room, down the hall, and spun into my sisters’ room afraid I would find the same thing.

I did.

The only difference was that they were on the floor and both naked. Something deep inside of me snapped then, while I stood shaking, staring at my dead sisters. Then the pain came, like an erupting volcano. I dropped to my knees, then slumped to one side. There on the floor five feet from my sisters I began to sob uncontrollably.

I didn’t care if I was found. I didn’t want to live. If I had full use of my senses I might have put the pistol in my mouth and ended everything right there.

But I was lost in my anguish and for a long time I couldn’t think straight. And even when I started to think again, my thoughts were strange ones that might make others wonder if I’d lost my sanity that day.

Thoughts like: I will hunt down every last Orthodox Christian in Bosnia and make them pay for killing my mother and sisters.

Thoughts like: I will burn the house down with me and the soldiers trapped inside.

Thoughts like: I will take a stake and shove it through the eyes of the one who’d come out of my mother’s room. Then gut the other two with the same stake.

But out of that dark fog came a few more rational thoughts. In retrospect, I think the notion of becoming a priest who brought true justice into the world with the help of a knife and a handgun first began to take root as I lay there on that floor.

And then the memory of the pack that one of the soldiers had left by the front door entered my mind, and my eyes snapped wide. It was still there.

He would be back for it.

I sat up. My sorrow gave way to such a terrible need for justice that I was able to ignore my pain and push myself to my feet. I looked at my sisters’ dead bodies one more time, then turned away, walked down the hall, and entered the living room.

There, I faced one of the most significant choices of my life. I could flee the house and make my way to the town to find help—surely there were many families who’d suffered similar tragedies that morning, milling about, helping each other.

Or I could provide what justice my mother and sisters deserved here, in our own home.

I chose the latter. It was a very easy choice.

The home’s primary source of heat during the winter was a black pot-bellied stove that sat in the corner of the living room. After moving the green pack into the center of the room, I climbed behind that stove and carefully stacked firewood on both sides to protect my flanks.

Metal in the front, firewood on either side—I wasn’t going to be the hunted this time. It was now my turn to hunt and that green pack by the front door was my bait.

I cleared the pistol, saw that it still had seven unfired cartridges, and chambered a round. Then I made myself as small as possible behind the metal stove and pointed the gun over the top.

They came to me about fifteen minutes later, single file, through the front door.

“Forget it, he’s probably in the next village by now. Even if they do listen to him, this kind of thing happens every day now. Get your pack.”

“I don’t like it. We agreed we wouldn’t kill them.”

“And you didn’t, did you?” the first one snapped.

I could have shot then, they were in my sights. I would at least get one, maybe even two. But I didn’t want to kill one or two. I had to kill them all.

So I had to think, which one would be most likely to stay and fight? Because that’s the one I would shoot last, knowing he would not run. The one who would run, that’s the one I would shoot first if I wanted to get them all.

The one who didn’t like what they’d done was the most likely to run. I slowly angled the gun at him, and when the sights were lined up, I pulled the trigger.

The booming recoil knocked me back behind the stove, out of sight, as the man’s body thumped to the wood floor. I quickly righted myself and took aim at the second one who was spinning around, trying to determine where the shot had come from. His eyes fixed on the stove. Then on me. And I shot him through his forehead.

This time I’d braced myself and wasn’t knocked back. I turned the pistol on the third soldier who still didn’t know which way the shots had come from, and I shot him as well.

The gun’s echo faded, leaving only the sound of my pounding heart in my ears. There were six dead people in the house and most of me wished it were seven.

I dropped back down against the wall with the pistol loose in my right hand and my rage gave way to pain once again. But I had done some right to fix the wrong, hadn’t I? I had done what was right for my mother’s sake.

In some ways I took my first steps to becoming a priest that day, and my own house was my first graveyard. Or maybe I have it all wrong.

That was how it all started, born in innocence when I was only fifteen. But that wasn’t where it ended.

Dear God, have mercy on my soul . . .



Father Andro flipped through the journal and saw that the remaining pages were empty. He set the book down and closed the cover.

“I am so sorry, my dear. God forgive us all for the terrible tragedies of that war. Danny’s suffering cannot be overstated.”

“So you understand what he did? Why he did it?”

“Yes. I was here during the war—you must know that.”

But would he understand the rest? The journal was only a litmus test of sorts, a way for me to determine whether I could trust the father with the rest of our story. Our story because Danny and I shared the same story now. We were both as guilty.

“And the rest?” Father Andro asked.

“The rest?”

“He writes here that this is how it all started.”

“The rest happens in America.”

“I assumed as much.”

“You’ll tell no one?”

“I’m a priest, Renee. Bound by my oath. There is nothing you can tell me that would change that.”

I sat back and crossed my legs, suddenly eager to tell him everything. As he said, he was a priest. Who could better understand than a priest who had shared a similar history with Danny?

“The rest begins with me,” I said in a soft voice.

“Then tell me about you,” Father Andro said.
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Eighteen Months Earlier



I CAN REMEMBER some things about myself but not everything. My name, Renee Gilmore, for example, is something I could never forget—how could I, after my failures had been so often pounded into my skull?

You’re throwing your life away, Renee. You’re screwing up, Renee. You’re an embarrassment, Renee.

That much I could remember as I lay in the alleyway with my face planted in the concrete. I also knew that I was in my early twenties. That I was barefoot. That I was dressed in a T-shirt and jeans. That my mother and my father were both long gone or dead.

Mostly I knew that I had to get up and get moving if I wanted to live, although I must admit I was having some difficulty remembering why I wanted to live. A basic instinct, you might say, but when you’re strung out on heroin, basic instincts have a way of feeling irrelevant.

These are some of the things I could remember then.

But if you had asked me in that state, I certainly couldn’t have told you other things about myself that should have been as plain as day.

I couldn’t have told you that I preferred to wear only silver accessories, or that my first kiss was with Tobias Taylor on a dare when I was six, or that my favorite food was a grilled hamburger with extra pickles and mustard but no mayonnaise, please.

An orbital shift had tilted my psyche off its axis during the last twenty-four hours. I was aware that I might be overdosing on the heroin that Cyrus Kauffman had helped me shoot up. But something else was pushing me.

I was seeing ghosts. Hearing voices. I was living through one long, uninterrupted panic attack. As a matter of fact, although I didn’t know it at the time, I was suffering from a minor but real psychotic break that would only get much worse. My mind had finally crumbled under the weight of its circumstances.

I was on my face and my palms were on the wet concrete, pushing down as if they, along with my scrawny arms, expected to lift me up, too stupid to realize that even if I did get to my feet, I didn’t have a clue where to run, assuming I could get my legs moving.

We’re gonna eat you, Renee. The monsters were whispering. When we get a hold of you you’re gonna wish you had turned that trick for Cyrus.

Fear came in waves, down my neck and back, to my heels. The rain on my back felt like stabbing icicles. No good, no good, no good. He’s gonna squash you.

My body started to spasm, but I pushed anyway and managed to lift my belly off the wet ground. I dragged my knees forward, one at a time, and I shook like a rat stranded on a high wire.

Why was I here?

A few memories rolled around me like fog, but I wasn’t sure if they were true. My dad left me and my mom in Atlanta when I was thirteen. My mother died in a car crash, and that was why I had come to California to go to school and make something of my life. Maybe.

I whirled back to see the monster who’d rasped that, but my head moved only a little. Then more, until the walls were spinning past me. I lost my balance and dropped to my right elbow but managed to keep from falling flat thanks to the brick wall next to me.

My dark hair hung over my face. No wonder my dad didn’t want me. I was nothing but a scrawny mop head. A proper haircut at a real hairstylist in downtown Atlanta was the first thing I’d done with the money my mother had left me in her will.

I spent another thousand dollars on clothes, leaving me almost fifteen thousand of the twenty-thousand-minus-court-fees payment to apply toward a bus ticket, the deposit on my very own studio apartment, some living expenses for a while, and cosmetology school in Burbank. Beautiful Styles Cosmetology. I wanted to find a school in Hollywood because acting was my real passion, but the prices were too high.

The plan had been simple, something I’d talked to Mother about before the drunk driver slammed his black Dodge Ram into her blue Honda Accord.

“What about cutting hair?” I’d said one Sunday afternoon.

My mother, Susan, nodded absently. “Sure. Cutting hair is respectable enough.” She was a cocktail waitress and made good tips.

“I mean, while I’m looking for a job,” I said. “You know, acting.”

Mother’s eyes shot up. “Uh-huh.” Only it sounded more like, Yeah. Right. Fat chance.

“I mean, in Hollywood. I could wait tables or something until—”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Renee.”

“Why not? I’m pretty enough.”

“For starters, you don’t even have the money to get to Hollywood. What’re you gonna do, hitchhike?”

I should have dropped it then. But I’ve never been the kind to leave well enough alone.

“Maybe Dad’s got some money.”

Her eyes flashed. “Don’t be an idiot. Even if we knew where he was, he’s broker than a doormat. That much’s a foregone conclusion. And if he does have a couple bucks, you’d be the last person he’d give it to.”

That hurt. I couldn’t just let the words sit there.

“So then he’s not much better than you, I guess.” I turned, knowing the words cut her deep. “I’ll just find my own way.”

I still feel guilty for the way I said it, and I certainly didn’t mean for her to die so that I could get out to California. But that’s how it worked out.

The plan was really that simple: Move to the land of opportunity, get a job waiting tables, and start looking for a way into acting. I wasn’t stupid enough to think landing a role or modeling job would be easy, so I would be responsible and learn to cut hair as a backup.

Shaking in the alleyway, I couldn’t begin to remember how I’d gotten from there—on top of the world with fifteen thousand dollars in my pocket—to here, enslaved by the most powerful pusher south of South Central, in three years. The last year of hard drugs had fogged my memory. My descent mostly had to do with running out of money and hooking up with a girlfriend to sell a bit of weed on the side. Was that it? Yeah, I thought so.

Like a magnet I had been drawn to my true, useless nature, as if subconsciously determined to justify my father’s disappointment in me.

I pushed myself up off the concrete again, and this time I managed to get one foot under me.

A voice yelled out. I knew the voice well and didn’t have to look back to know that a black town car, window down, was at the alley’s mouth. I’d seen Cyrus take out a woman’s teeth with his fist. I’d seen worse than that.

But it wasn’t Cyrus that terrified me. It was the voices.

The alley was closing in on me and the monsters—real monsters—were after me. Why they scared me more than the thought of Cyrus beating me, I don’t know. Maybe because I had never heard them before. They weren’t just in my head, right? They were the only detail in my world that was crystal clear.

I pushed off with my foot and lurched ahead.

“Around, around!” Someone was yelling again. “Go, go!” They’d seen me.

He’s gonna step on you and break all your arms like you deserve.

My bare toes scraped the rough concrete, but the narcotics in my system numbed the pain some. I had to get out of the alley because the creatures there were reaching out of the darkness to grab me and pull me down.

And then I saw it directly ahead of me: a light hanging in the night sky, surrounded by soft sparkles of rain. I fluttered for that beacon of hope like a moth with wet wings. Deep inside I must have realized it was only a streetlight, but at that moment it was the promise of rescue.

The parking meters were there like sticks in the ground; cars were parked beside them like boulders, but my eyes were on that streetlamp looming. Nothing else mattered to me, only that warm halo of heaven in the sky.

I was in the street before I noticed the twin beams of a car rushing toward me from my left. More light? Closer light? And coming toward me. It stopped me dead in the center of the road. Maybe I was dying and this was the tunnel to heaven.

The choir sang, a high-pitched squeal like tires on asphalt, somehow beautiful. The lights swerved. The moment before the car hit me I remember thinking it wasn’t the tunnel to heaven; it was a car.

The impact threw me through the air and landed me on my butt ten feet from the car, which had screeched to a stop. All I could see were the lights, glaring at me, and I thought this was the end, because it had to be Cyrus and he was going to break my arms and legs then give me to the gangbangers.

“Are you okay?”

The world was spinning and I was trying to crawl away. But my hands refused to cooperate. They clawed at the wet asphalt. I began to retch.

I fell to one elbow, threw up on the street, then toppled over, still heaving. Don’t ever let anyone tell you that heroin is the drug of the gods. It has far more to do with vomit.

The driver of the car that hit me was frozen in his headlights. A screech of tires from far behind him reminded me that Cyrus was still coming after me.

“He’s . . . kill me . . .,” I managed. However unintelligible, the driver seemed to understand. He spun back, saw the car sliding around the corner, scooped me up as if I were a crash-test dummy, and ran for his car.

I heard the bones in my left arm grating against each other as I bounced in his grip. Then I felt the pain and realized they were broken.

The man opened a white door and set me into the passenger seat. “Hold on, honey.”

We were in a white BMW—I remember that as clearly as the light—and I thought maybe if angels really did exist, then he was an angel.

He slipped behind the wheel and ran the back of his hand over a sweating brow. “Stay with me.”

Please don’t let them rape me. Save me, please.

But I couldn’t say it, because pain in my ribs and my arms made it hard to breathe. The car smelled like vomit. That had to be me, curled up on the seat, staring up at my savior who was dressed in an expensive black suit and a tailored shirt. His square, silver cuff links had crosses on them and held his sleeves neatly in place. He had large hands, and his fingernails were trimmed and buffed.

The car surged forward. For a brief moment I allowed myself to believe I was safe. But then I remembered who was after me, and I knew this rest was merely a delay of the inevitable.

Cyrus had a saying: Better die than be cheated. Thinking of that, I suddenly felt sorry for the man who’d run into me and then rescued me. He’d helped a cheater, which made him a cheater as well.

Cyrus would kill us both.

Something popped behind us. My rescuer glanced up at his rearview mirror and swore. Wind roared, and I knew the back window had been shot out.

Something hit my shoulder. Just a soft slap on my shoulder blade from behind. Either one of the monsters had reached through the seat and punched me, or it was a bullet.

The driver swore again, more urgent this time. Maybe he knew we were dead.

“Hold on, honey,” he said. “Things are about to get a little bumpy.”

He was a man of understatement, and for some reason that comforted me. What could be bumpier than being in deep debt to a man like Cyrus with nothing but your body to make good?

We’re gonna smash you up and crack the rest of your bones.

“Hold on!”

The car came to a screeching halt and I slammed into the dash, then crumpled to the floor, broken arm turned back at a sickening angle.

An arm hooked around my waist and pulled me out of the car and hefted me over his shoulder like a half-empty bag of sand. My savior had blocked Cyrus’s car with his own and taken to the streets on the other side.

I think I began to fall in love with him then, while I hung over his strong back, bouncing and bleeding. The numbing heroin was maybe the only reason I didn’t pass out.

Until the next bullet hit me and shattered my elbow. I remember thinking that my arm had stopped a bullet that would’ve hit the man carrying me—maybe killed him. He was trying to save me, but maybe I was saving him, too.

What neither of us could have possibly known was how soon he’d be dead anyway. Life can be full of cruel jokes, and the cruelest of them all would soon find us for its punch line. Had I known, I might have moved my arm, let the bullet take him through his back, and spared us both all that was to come.

He swore again. They were coming. I passed out.
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AT THE PRECISE moment that Renee Gilmore lost consciousness during her attempted escape from Cyrus Kauffman, Danny Hansen stood in a gutted warehouse in Pasadena with his legs parted, three feet from heel to heel, gloved hands clasped behind his back, Ray-Ban sunglasses fixed upon the bridge of his masked nose, at ease and content.

He was oblivious of Renee Gilmore’s fate.

He was not, however, unaware of Paul Birch’s fate. The congressman was strapped to the folding chair ten feet from him. Paul would either come to his senses and present himself a changed man, or he would leave less pleasantly altered. Permanently.

The need for change was why Danny had subjected Paul to a powerful sedative, secured him in the back of the congressman’s black Ford Explorer, and then strapped him to the chair in this abandoned warehouse where not a soul could hear or see them.

This task was Danny’s calling, his duty, his privilege, his moral obligation, however unpleasant or challenging: to deliver justice where a broken system could not. Some would call him a vigilante. Some would call him a criminal. Some, an enemy of society.

He preferred to think of himself as a servant of the people.

If any man or woman saw Danny crossing the street dressed as he was now—minus the black neoprene ski mask and leather gloves—they might say, There goes a pleasant dark-haired man of about thirty, dressed smartly in tan slacks and a light blue button-down long-sleeved shirt. No ring, so he probably isn’t married, but he will be soon because he looks like a catch for any woman longing for a stable, upwardly mobile, kind husband.

They would be right. Well, half right.

The other half was hidden from their view, the half that exposed the brood of vipers to the truth and—if they were not transformed by said truth—the half that delivered ultimate judgment.

To date, he’d killed three vile creatures ignored by a flawed system of social justice. The rest had seen the light.

The viper before him now was staring at him with dark, frantic eyes and, if not for the gray duct tape over his mouth, would undoubtedly be spewing obscenities. The man was still dressed in an Armani pin-striped blue suit. His yellow tie was askew, his shirt was wet with sweat, and his cuffed pants rode high over black socks and bared shins.

Now in his late fifties, Paul Birch was a hairy man—arms, legs, chest, and back. Nevertheless he kept himself well groomed, visiting the salon for a manicure and facial wax every Thursday evening. Although his nose was a little too broad for his face, photographs showed that he’d been better proportioned when he first entered politics and ran for a seat on the San Francisco city council. Now fully entrenched, he, like so many politicians, could rely on power rather than charm, wit, and sound reasoning to keep him in his elected office, which happened to be the US House of Representatives.

Danny knew the man intimately, though he’d only touched Birch once, at a rally when they’d shaken hands. The rest of his knowledge had come from a careful two-month investigation.

“So pleased to meet you, Congressman Birch.” The timbre of Danny’s voice was low and soft. He clasped his hands in front of his chest. “You must be wondering why I’ve brought you here. Not to worry. I’ll take the tape off your mouth when I’m satisfied you won’t start barking up the wrong tree like a confused dog. Fair enough?”

No response from the man. Birch wasn’t accustomed to being forced into a corner, much less tied to a chair.

“I want you to listen to me very carefully, Mr. Birch. When I think you’ve understood what I’m doing and why I’m doing it, then I will allow you to redeem yourself. Nod if you understand me.”

The man hesitated, then finally nodded, and Danny knew by the look of defiance in his eyes that he would not change his ways. Danny considered cutting to the chase and making it a short night.

But no, he would follow protocol.

“You’re undoubtedly wondering why you’re here, so I’ll tell you before you make your choice. A few years ago, I stumbled across a pedophile when one of his victims—a thirteen-year-old boy called Tigert by his friends because they said he was as wiry as a tiger—confided in me. As you may or may not understand, I was deeply concerned. It took some time, but the police finally arrested the guilty man and put him behind bars. A good thing, yes?”

Another slow nod. The man was clueless.

“Not so good. The man was out within a week. It turned out that he was somewhat insulated from the law. His father was a judge, and a crafty one at that.”

Paul Birch just stared at him.

“Perhaps if that were the end of the story, you wouldn’t be strapped to that chair. Unfortunately for you, the boy and I had become close during the whole ordeal. Tigert was like a son to me. A month later, he was killed in a hit-and-run. I was very upset. The police investigated but found no evidence to support a criminal case against any party. They let it go. I can tell you that I was very, very upset.”

He paced in front of Paul Birch, searching for any sign of empathy. He saw only outrage at the man’s own predicament.

“I couldn’t let it go. So I traced the evidence myself, and it led me back to the pedophile. He’d killed my boy for exposing the truth.”

Telling the story always filled Danny’s gut with a bitter brew of sorrow and anger, and he took a moment to let the worst of it pass.

“My world changed that day. Something shifted in me. It took me back to a terrible pain I’d felt as an innocent boy, when I saw even worse atrocities in Bosnia. I was fifteen then and went by a different name, and there was war all around me. A part of me died when I was fifteen, but it came back to life when this pedophile killed Tigert. Have you ever felt that kind of pain, Congressman?”

Sweat raked the man’s red face.

“It took me six months to work up the courage, but I finally did the only thing I knew to do, having learned some valuable lessons in the Bosnian war. I took that guilty abuser of humanity off the streets and gave him one chance to see the light and change his ways. When he failed, I emasculated him. I cut off his penis.” Danny lifted a finger. “And before you judge me, you should know that the apostle Paul suggested emasculation as an option for the wicked in his letter to the Galatians. So it wasn’t my idea, you see. You’ll have to blame Paul, I was merely being biblical.”

A deep breath.

“It wasn’t my intention to kill him, but I couldn’t stop the bleeding. He was dead in fifteen minutes. I disposed of his body in the ocean, never to be found. He was my first. I want you to guess how many snakes like him I’ve taken since then.” Danny approached his subject and ripped off the duct tape. The sound of the adhesive parting from flesh ripped through the gutted warehouse.

The fact that his name, Danny, meant “God is my judge” was intentional. He had selected it on purpose. He was, after all, God’s judge on earth, at least for some.

“Guess.”

“What are you doing?”

“Seven,” Danny said. “Whether the number will go to eight after tonight is up to you. Do you know right from wrong?”

“What on earth is this? Do you know who I am?”

“Even more than you do. I’ve been watching you for a long time. You’re a powerful congressman who lies for a living. You hide behind pork-barrel spending that lines your pockets. Your sole ambition in this life is to satisfy your desire for wealth and power, and you do it while pretending to fight for the small widow on welfare. In reality, you make your living by enslaving the poor with laws that keep them poor so they will do your bidding.”

“I’m an independent. This is absurd!”

“You were also once a Democrat and once a Republican—that’s not the point. Political parties are only a means to an end for you. You trample many to stand tall, don’t you, Congressman Birch?”

The man had the audacity to glare, as if he were the schoolteacher and Danny the unruly student.

“None of this is why you’re strapped to the chair. There are hundreds like you, and I wouldn’t say they deserved to die for lying through their teeth. I’m here for another reason. But you already know that, don’t you, Congressman?”

“What do you want?” Birch snapped.

“I want you to change your ways. Does the name Camilla Lopez mean anything to you?”

Hesitation. “Should it?”

It was all Danny could do to remain calm in the face of the man’s bold denial.

“Let me help your memory. Do you know the name of Camilla’s six-year-old son?”

“How could I?”

“Bobby. Bobby became a ward of the state when you sent Camilla to prison. He was admitted to a foster home. I have a soft spot for children whose lives are turned upside down like mine once was.”

“This is utter nonsense!”

“Three months ago, Bobby tried to hitchhike a ride to the prison where his mother is being held. He never made it. I made every inquiry known to man in my search for him, but the child simply vanished. He is presumed dead. He left nothing behind but a weeping mother and a very upset me—that and a trail that led me back to you.”

“Don’t be a fool! I’m a man with responsibilities!”

“The fact is, Mr. Birch, you are Bobby’s biological father, are you not?”

“Ridiculous.”

“In fact, you raped Camilla Lopez dozens of times during her employ as your maid. She was nothing more than a sex slave to you, a convenience rudely sidelined by her pregnancy, thanks to your overstimulated libido.”

Paul Birch kept glaring. He did indeed deserve the worst.

“I think you had the boy killed,” Danny said.

Silence.

In the name of all that was holy, the man was pathetic.

“Are you as ignorant about the other women as well, Congressman? We both know that Camilla is only one of half a dozen you’ve ‘employed’ over the years.”

Paul was starting to wheeze.

“I’ll give you a shot at walking out of here, but you have to engage me reasonably,” Danny said. “Are you willing to try that?”

“If you think you can bully someone by tying them down and forcing . . .” The man’s face bulged. “What do you expect me to say? You can’t do this!”

“I expect you to rethink some things, and the only way you’ll do so is if you’re tied to that chair. I want to present some thoughts that could make you question all that’s familiar to you. Do you know right from wrong?”

“I . . . This is—”

“Answer the question!”

“Of course I do.”

“Tell me, what makes something wrong?”

No answer.

“Let me enlighten you. There are two primary schools of moral thought on what makes an act right or wrong. The first is that an act is intrinsically wrong, so determined by religion or God or what have you, regardless of the consequences of that act. This is called categorical moral reasoning.”

Judging by the blank look in the man’s eyes, his reasoning had stalled. Like most ordinary minds, Birch’s wasn’t well equipped to think through moral reasoning, but Danny knew from experience that even the thickest person could eventually wrap his mind around basic truth.

“The second”—he paced to his left, hands clasped behind his back—“is called consequential moral reasoning, which is the belief that the consequence of an action determines its morality. Example: lying to the Nazis is the right thing to do, because it will save the lives of the Jews you’re hiding. Lying, as well as killing, can be right or wrong depending on the outcome of those actions. Do you think the consequences of your actions matter, Paul?”

“This is crazy.”

“If you subscribe to consequential moral reasoning, which most people do, then even if the law states that it’s wrong for me to kill you, cutting your throat might actually be the highest moral choice I have.”

“You can’t get away with this.”

“On the other hand, if lawful actions result in terrible consequences, following that law might be wrong at times, and breaking it might be right.”

“You can’t do this to me.”

“The law’s a decent guide, but the consequences matter far more. I have come to the conclusion that your actions are wrong, Mr. Birch. Terribly wrong. You rape and abuse women from across the border, and you do it with impunity because of your power. So now you have a choice to make. Your fate is in your hands.”

“I’ve never heard anything so absurd in my life. You can’t do this!”

“You keep saying that. And yet”—Danny spread his hands—“I am doing it.” His mind ticked through his options in customary fashion.

Choice: Forever change Birch’s life as planned now, or give him more time.

Consider: The man wasn’t likely to change his ways, ever.

Consider: Countless women and children had paid a terrible price to feed the man’s sickness.

Then again . . . Consider: A few hours more with Birch, no matter how disturbing or painful, was a small price to pay for the slight chance he might change.

On balance, the moral thing to do here was to give the man a fair shake, as planned.

“I’m going to give you some time to persuade me that you have changed, heart and soul. If you fail to convince me, then I will feel obligated to prohibit you from fulfilling your role as a congressman. That will mean forever altering your life.”

Paul Birch was trembling. He believes me, Danny thought. That’s a start.

“You have the floor,” Danny said.
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I COULDN’T HAVE been unconscious more than a few minutes, because when my mind crawled out of that dark fog, the man who’d swept in to rescue me was still running. How long could a man run while carrying a body, even one that weighed a scant one hundred or so pounds? I’m five foot two if I wear five pairs of socks, and I’m light as a toothpick, but even a world-class athlete would have trouble running with a body over his shoulder for more than a minute or two.

Unless, of course, he’s an angel with superhuman powers, which I considered but doubted. I believed in demons because I had been hearing them all night, but I’d never met anyone who treated me like I imagined an angel might. Angels were the stuff of childhood dreams.

I was hardly lucid and unable to move, but I remember thinking that something had changed, and for a few long moments I couldn’t place it. Then I realized that I was no longer hanging over his back, bouncing, but was cradled like a child in his arms.

The rain had lightened but I had to squint to keep it from falling in my eyes. His face came into focus. His jacket and shirt were soaked. A thick silver chain hung around his neck.

He twisted his head back over his shoulder and I knew there was danger behind us. But my mind was working slowly, and I was still captured by the look of this man who cradled me in his arms as if I were his Raggedy Ann doll and he wasn’t going to let anyone touch me.

I saw it all in slow motion. His jaw was strong and his hair was trimmed neatly above his ears. When he swung his head back around, drops of water flew off his hair and there was a look of urgency above that flexed jaw, but he wasn’t frantic.
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