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Chapter 1

The Hunt





He stared at the screen of half-naked women in the public “dating” group, fondling himself, and looking for those he thought he might “friend” on his regular account, by which he meant rope them in and ask for nudes, possibly encourage a random meeting, with one exclusive purpose. The portrait of Jesus hanging on the wall behind him next to the American flag oversaw his activity. If it passed any judgment, it was impossible to tell. When he did add a woman, he couldn’t care less who, if any, of his friends and acquaintances noticed, even when the women were scantily-clad and young, too young for him. Shame was not an emotion with which he was familiar. He’d been divorced for two years now and hadn’t had much luck in what he called “dating,” except for those occasional no-strings-attached encounters that may or may not have involved money, distractions as he pursued his real goal. 

As he perused the images of taunting flesh, his eyes were dead of emotion. He was not looking for “love,” but he wanted to give that impression although none of those women would likely do. No, he was seeking a replacement for the maid and broodmare who had left him, a woman with whom he’d reproduced, thereby giving him a convenient lure to manipulate desperate hearts with a  sheen of family-oriented respectability. His ex-wife had often publicly called him her “best friend” on social media, clearly to maintain appearances, but it was a thin showing, likely meant to stem off whatever it was he did to her within the confines of their shared space. But he had, eventually, done something to her depraved enough that it couldn’t be excused or kept quiet, and it had forced her to leave him. Now she cowered behind social accounts that were locked down to prevent prying eyes … his eyes. He thought of her malevolently as he clicked on the profile of a dark-haired woman in a low-cut athletic outfit before sending her a request.

Although he continued to hunt for prospective trysts on dating groups, which were nothing more than open, public sex-finding sites, his overall lack of luck in finding one he could trick his surname onto had led him to try a different tactic, and he had begun to search and add every divorced and single woman he could think of with whom he’d gone to high school, scouring his friend’s lists and ensuring that the prospective thralls either had no children or that their children were grown and gone. He was not seeking love with them anymore than with his trysts. His “love” was an act, as he did not have the capacity for it. His ultimate goal remained the same, but he figured that they would be more easily persuaded than random strangers, given that they had known him in the past, and he, assiduously, like a pig after truffles, sniffed out those who had been alone for some time, those he perceived as desperate, those naive enough to believe that he represented a golden opportunity for companionship and nostalgia. He didn’t much care what they looked like, though he preferred them on the thicker side, as his only type was subservient.  

He looked at his watch. 3 o’clock. Semi-retired, he took one last look through the current list of one of his friends before rising to get ready to leave for what he now referred to as work, the leather of his office chair making that odd peeling noise when he stood as his legs had adhered to it after hours of sitting, scouring. As he walked down the hall to the bathroom, he passed by framed certificates of union photos and family portraits. He had cultivated the air of the blue-collar hero, the family man, and the good Christian, and done so successfully to the eyes of anyone who had not seen his mask slip. Now he was off to coach professional golf, having, at one time, been semi-pro himself. He didn’t need the money, as he hailed from an affluent area of the country, but he did need the pretense to keep up appearances, to get his way. He had even gone so far as to, essentially, push his son into the game, which provided him with the photos of  “the good dad” that lined the walls and that were prominently featured on his social media accounts, along with saccharine images of American flags seeming to bear crosses as the sun shone through them. Only the faithless, like him, wore their professed faith on their sleeve, showcased it. 

As he assayed himself in the bathroom mirror through his dead eyes, he saw the gray hair, a still full head of it being what he considered an asset, the wrinkles, and his mouth, bearing an upper lip that disappeared when he attempted to smile, or painfully feigned one. He thought nothing of any of it, as, in his mind, he was a superior specimen. Walking into the kitchen, he saw the last parking ticket he’d received sitting on the mundanely sanitized-looking white counter. He’d pay it and then, no doubt, get another one before the month was out. It was an annoyance, but obeying parking and traffic laws was a larger one. He didn’t care for the law and did not believe that arbitrary fines should apply to him. It was his hometown, and he was the eminent golf instructor, the hometown hero. Hence, to his mind, he believed he should get a pass and always expected one, though one never materialized. He eyeballed the ticket, with its, to him, paltry sum of numbers … mocking him. Then, with a sudden flare of rage, he grabbed it and crumpled it into his hand, before tossing it across the kitchen. He’d pay it online. 

Hopping into his red luxury car, clad in his khaki coach shorts, gray hoodie, and a baseball cap, the uniform of the suburban man-child, he prepared to head over to the driving range when his phone signaled a text message. He hoped the soft chirp would portend a sexual encounter but was disappointed. It was Kelly, his long-time friend, who no longer lived in the area and had little idea what he was about anymore, other than what he told her. 

“Hey Lawrence! How’s things?” 

She messaged him often, which he also found to be an annoyance, but she was key to his charade as a “good guy,” believing anything and everything that he told her, including that his ex-wife had neglected him and forced him to find attention elsewhere, which was about as far away from the truth as one could imagine. She was additionally instrumental in that she would talk him up to everyone else.  

“Hey, you. Not much. How was your holiday?” he asked, though he couldn’t have cared less. 

“It was great! How about yours?” 

Valentine’s Day had been a sore reminder to him that he had failed to find someone to bow to him, a peon for his castle, but he was required by pretense to play it off. He’d spent the entire day searching the web for more women to add. “It was good. Didn’t do much.”

“Still no luck in the woman department, huh?” 

He spat out of his window, scornfully, before responding, “Nope. No luck in that area yet. Haha.”  

“I was thinking. Callie Bellingham is single and has been for a while. She’s had a tough time lately and her father is ill. I’m sure she’d love some attention. She went to school with us. I think you should add her.”

His mind searched for Callie Bellingham and found her in its recesses, vaguely. She had been a cute, petite thing in high school, underdeveloped and almost a nerd. He hadn’t had any interest in her, and he hadn’t thought about her since then. But being informed that she had been alone for a while intrigued him, and he looked for her profile. 

She was still small and remained underdeveloped, as far as he could see. But, other than the obvious lines that had grown deep in her face, lines that spoke to emotional suffering more than to sun worship, she still looked the same as he remembered. She had retained the same smile, which he now saw as a sign of a soul who would trust him. It was apparent that she had children, but the few graduation photos he could see told him that they were leaving or had left the nest. She was completely alone. Her profile was mostly locked down, like his ex-wife’s, and that gave him the sense that she had had some trouble, trouble he could possibly exploit. While there was no relationship status visible, he knew that Kelly knew her pretty well, and he believed that she was single and had been for some time. So, without hesitating further, he sent her a friend request, his opening salvo.       








  
  

Chapter 2

Target





Her heart was torn to shreds, and she didn’t know what was real anymore. Almost two years prior, she had had a falling out with a coworker, who had fallen in love with her, but she had bowed to the pressure of her so-called friends and severely rejected him. It had turned awful, and, since then, she had spent days and nights in misery. She had concocted a story about him to get him removed, and he had responded horribly, in a way that led to legalities. He had also responded with the truth, which tore her apart even more in her denial. While an ordinary person who had believed what she had claimed would have been done with it and let him slip from her mind, Callie Bellingham wasn’t an ordinary person, and what she had done haunted her. To make matters worse, she had loved him, but had been unable to follow through and admit it to herself, fearing social condemnation as much as commitment. 

Callie’s life had been one disastrous relationship after another, followed by two broken marriages, one with an overt sociopath, and that truth had also impeded her from following her heart. She had spent the last two years prying into the life of the man she’d betrayed on social media, creeping his page, yet, she still could not admit to herself that she had made a mistake, or, more rightly, she could not face the judgment of her friends if she admitted to it, especially after everything she had told them. So she had been pining away, trying everything she could to make herself forget. But she could not let go, and she told herself that she needed to find someone new, someone acceptable to her family and friends, to make the tortured feelings finally go away. 

That afternoon, as she left her primary job and started heading to her second job, which, as a single mother, she had needed to make ends meet but now just kept out of habit, she checked her social media and found a friend request … from a man named Lawrence Schlimme. Though his dead eyes stared out at her from his profile picture, with his upper lip receding into the most-disturbing of phony smiles, all Callie saw was his hometown and school. It was the same as hers, and she thought he might look familiar. Without debate and having numerous friends in common with him, which was, essentially, her only criteria for accepting people, she hit “confirm” and quickly perused his profile. He was single, and she wondered if, maybe, her god had finally sent her a man who would allow her to forget the love and despair she bore for another, someone new, in whom she could bury her emotions, maybe a chance at a new start.  

It took next to no time for him to pop into her inbox. 

“Hey, Callie! It’s been a long time!” 

She couldn’t answer him then, as she was at work, but the message was in the back of her mind, making her a bit absentminded, as she forgot what she was saying more than once and found herself nodding in agreement, with what she had no idea, at a coworker. The message was a possible start to something that could heal her heart, though she remained wary of men as a general rule. However, she wasn’t wary enough to note that the immediate message may have tacitly spoken ill of the man, as that thought would never occur to her. He was from her group and from the right place, the right school, and they had the same friends. That anything was wrong with him was not something that would cross her mind, and she waited for work to end before driving home and making answer.

She poured herself a large glass of a dry, red wine and positioned herself in her large armchair, in which, being so small of frame, she was almost swallowed. She could easily tuck her feet upon it and have room left over for a bowl of popcorn. Before replying, she assayed his profile again, looking for any signs of abnormality, but she found none, or she simply subconsciously chose not to see them - the phony appeals to faith mixed with nationalism, the young women in his friends list, and the like. In fact, she found exactly what she believed she was looking for, or, more rightly, what her friends and family would expect of her. 

She loved watching sports, an ingrained, and somewhat unhealthy, obsession she had inherited from her father, and Lawrence checked that box well, golf being his seeming preoccupation and occupation. There were so many photos of him and his son that she wondered if they spent all of their time together. That would likely have struck the average person as odd, but Callie was not average and to her it whispered that he was a good dad. She fancied herself the best of mothers, although the trauma she had faced from her kids’ father had led her to coddle them to an extreme degree, robbing them of normal teenage rebellion. But, to her, the arrival of this familiar avatar of her past was a good omen, as were the plentiful images of American flags and religious posts. She didn’t actually care about those one way or another, but her friends would. It would send the right message, produce the right appearance. Though he was not the best looking man now, he had once been pretty handsome, but she was more interested in his background than whether or not he was an Adonis, or even normal-looking, as opposed to the photo of the disturbingly dead-eyed creep who was actually there, staring at her. And she needed someone to provide her with an escape from the love she would not allow herself to have, with its accompanying, bottomless, despair. 

“Hi, Larry!” 

Again, the answer came within minutes. “I go by Lawrence, not Larry. How have you been, Callie? It seems you’ve raised some awesome kids.” 

The appeal to her children thrilled her, and she felt her heart begin to pound slightly. “Yes! Thank you so much. Looks like you raised a pretty great son too!”

“I did! Thanks! He means the world to me. Sorry that your father is ill,” his thumbs choked out as he texted, searching for more emotional appeals.

“Thank you, Lawrence. How did you know? We’re just praying and hoping for the best.” 

When she made the point of calling him Lawrence, as dictated, a deviant sense immediately rattled through his bones, telling him that this woman was highly pliable, a pushover. “Kelly told me. She suggested that I send you the request. I’ll make sure to say a prayer for your dad too. To be honest, I’d been debating adding you for a while.”   

“Thank you so much! Oh really? What was stopping you?” 

“Haha. Well, I had quite the crush on you in high school and … well I was worried you wouldn’t remember me or wouldn’t add me.” As he typed the words into his phone, he scrolled through another list of posts on his computer in one of the “dating” sites he frequented, adding another woman in the process. 







OEBPS/images/a9833bea-a463-4185-86e1-dfadc17c4c9a.png








