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PREFACE

WE FEAR THE dark not for what it is, but because of what it hides from us. We fear it because there is potential in those shadows which we dread to ever face directly. Left alone, stranded by the absence of light, our imagination takes over and we assume that we hear, we see, we feel all manner of ghosts, goblins, and nameless evils shrouded therein. Each one searching for us, finding us, closing in on us while we wait there, alone, defenseless. 

But what if it isn’t the dark we should fear? What if, instead, we should cower from the light? What if, when the light finally shows us all those things which the shadows have kept hidden, their reality turns out to be too much?

Though our imaginations can summon unspeakable horrors all on their own, what of those things beyond our minds’ comprehension?

How quickly would we succumb to madness when confronted with everything the darkness has kept shrouded from us?

What if all this time, the darkness has been our shield, our protector, our blessing?

What if we aren’t ready to see what truly lurks beyond that veil?


NEW BEGINNINGS

AN UNSEASONABLY COOL wind blew through Hollow Hills, scattering leaves and prompting shadows to dance across the steps of Sinclair Redford’s new home. 

Sinclair stood by his car, arms crossed over his chest, a deep sadness in his eyes as he surveyed the house in front of him. He kept trying, and failing, to see past the things that this new “home” lacked.

Claire.

Max.

He had hoped that moving all the way out here might somehow fill the void they’d left behind. Or, at least, he had hoped that the move might dull the sting of their absence. But as he hugged himself, trying to ward off the chill, Sinclair understood just how misplaced and naive that hope had been.

The memories of his lost family couldn’t simply be misplaced, lost among the strange rooms or the unfamiliar halls of a new location. There was no true solace to be found in a different living room, different furniture. Even standing in the driveway, staring in the face of his fresh start, the memory of Claire and Max’s bodies, splayed out, broken and mangled on the morgue table, burned just as fresh in Sinclair’s mind as always. He would be haunted by those images, that pain, forever. East Coast, West Coast, inner-city, or podunk rural outskirts, their deaths would follow him to the ends of the Earth.

Ignorance of loss, of suffering, was a bliss that he had taken for granted for so many years. It was a bliss which he had moved a hundred miles to try to reclaim. But it turned out that unhealing, festering blip on his timeline wouldn’t, couldn’t be escaped so easily as Sinclair had hoped.

He imagined he could still hear the blare of the fire trucks echoing along with the racket of the grasshoppers that sang in his new, overgrown lawn.

Fuck.

Sinclair had spent so many years setting up the dominoes of his life just the right way.

He’d landed a stable job. Sure, being a detective had put him face to face with the monstrous pits of human existence from time to time, but it had paid the bills each month.

He’d married a beautiful, loving woman who meant the world to him.

He’d had a rambunctious, but sweet, child.

He’d had a plan to retire in just a hair over a decade with the pair of them, and he’d already picked out the general area where he would build a lakeside cabin. Where he would spend the rest of his days in bliss.

The hell had that all been for now, though?

All of his plans, all of his expectations, had been a feeble, naive house of cards, built by an idiot who thought he could keep the table from wobbling underneath.

He saw that now.

Sinclair took a deep breath, rubbed his hands on the outside of his pockets in a frustrated gesture, and tried to block these thoughts out.

He needed to focus on the move. The clean start. The new job. He crinkled his nose and scanned up and down the street, taking in the rest of his surroundings as the back of the moving truck slammed closed. One of the movers, his name tag read ‘B.T.’, came waddling around the truck’s side with a stack of alternating pink, yellow, and white forms.

“Standard stuff,” the mover said as he passed the papers to Sinclair. “Just says that we didn’t break anything as we moved it in.”

“Well . . . did you?”

“Did we what?” The mover cocked an eyebrow.

“Break anything.”

“’Course not,” B.T. said with a Cheshire grin.

Sinclair glanced towards the house, considering verifying B.T.’s words, but the tedium of checking every square inch of every item that they might have nicked or scraped would have been too much for Sinclair. He wanted to be left alone so that he could pass out for the rest of the afternoon. For the rest of eternity if the devil was willing to take him.

With barely a cursory glance at the words on the page, Sinclair signed the mover’s forms and passed them back.

B.T. tipped his cap and within seconds the truck was screeching away like it was trying to escape.

Well, shit.

With that sort of an exit, they had definitely broken something.

Or maybe the mover just wanted to get away from Sinclair and his tragic energy as fast as possible.

Depression wasn’t contagious, but it sure drove people away as if it was.

Just hopefully it wasn’t any of Max’s things. If they’d broken Max’s rocking horse, then Sinclair would hunt the movers down and gut them.

Sinclair hefted a duffle bag from the back seat of his car. It was heavy, stuffed to the gills with the essentials that Sinclair had lugged on his road trip. A change of clothes for his homeless night in a hotel, deodorant, and mini bottles of shampoo all rattled around in the main sack as his toothbrush jabbed his side through a mesh pocket. Sinclair wandered up the cracked sidewalk, through the knees-high grass and weeds in the front yard, and past his Corolla with the tire that had blown on the very last mile into town.

Sinclair frowned back at the tire as he trudged up the short steps to his new home. Did he have a spare in the trunk? Sinclair shrugged, mentally. Even if he had a spare, the car could wait. There were too many memories in those seat cushions that Sinclair needed space from. The car could sit in the driveway for a while, and maybe the ghosts it held would get bored, go wandering off before Sinclair needed to slide behind the wheel again.

The last day in the car had been torture. Seeing Max in the rearview mirror at every red light. Smelling Claire’s perfume whenever the windows were closed.

Sinclair turned his eyes away from the sedan, back to the front door. 

His new house looked the same way that Sinclair felt. Abandoned. Unkempt. Falling apart at the seams. The siding hosted a forest of mold, one gutter hung awkwardly from the second-floor window, just above the master bedroom, and Sinclair would be damned if there wasn’t a leak in the attic, judging from the state of the shingles on the roof.

A hovel of a home for a shell of a man to wither away in. They were the perfect pair.

At least the air conditioning worked, Sinclair noted as he swung the door open. That would be a blessing come April against the oppressive Georgian heat. He made his way slowly through the rooms of the house, growing more and more certain with each room that the movers had probably broken multiple somethings, with each box and piece of furniture casually tossed into corners, rolled onto their sides, or stacked five-boxes high.

Damn it.

He kept moving, slowly learning the layout of the house he’d never stepped foot in before. Johnny had picked a realtor to help handle all of that for Sinclair. Finding a house, haggling the price down on account of its fixer-upper status. Johnny knew these people. Knew who to trust and who to call bullshit on when they came to the negotiating table.

Or, at least, Sinclair had thought that his friend was good for that.

On the main floor was a dining room, a living room, and a kitchen. The pictures online had exaggerated how large each room was, but Sinclair didn’t care all that much. It was just him in the house. How much room would he really need?

Upstairs were two claustrophobic guest bedrooms, balanced out by a master bedroom which was reasonably large. Sinclair noted a large brown stain on the back wall which hadn’t been disclosed in the home inspection, but he shrugged it off. Who cared?

Sinclair wandered silently back across the upstairs landing and entered one of the guest bedrooms, clocking the rocking horse which looked blessedly unharmed, as he wandered up to a box labeled “MAX’S THINGS.” He squatted down next to the box, blinking back a tear and fingering the edge of the packing tape.

He wanted to check on his boy’s things.

Really, the movers could have broken any of Sinclair’s personal belongings and he wouldn’t have given two shits. But Max’s stuff was irreplaceable.

He squatted there, on his haunches, for a long minute. Blinking. Scared. Until finally he pulled his finger away from the tape.

He couldn’t look in the box yet. This was supposed to be a new beginning. A fresh start. Sinclair couldn’t let his first action in this new home be tainted by the discovery that one of Max’s favorite toys had been broken, or that his baseball cards had been bent. Sinclair left the room and closed the door behind him.

Maybe tomorrow.

Maybe.

But not today.

Sinclair considered the huge unpacking job that awaited him. What did he need to tackle first? Pots and pans so that he could feed himself? Unpacking the bedroom so that he would have somewhere to sleep?

Both sounded exhausting.

Maybe he would just pull the plastic off the couch and pass out down there.

Instead, Sinclair’s hand wandered into his pocket and he pulled out his phone to glance at the alerts.

Three missed calls from Johnny Thompson in the past hour.

Sinclair sighed, wandered back downstairs, and slopped himself unceremoniously onto the pile of plastic wrapping which hid his couch. 

It had been Johnny’s idea for Sinclair to move out here. To get away from the hustle and the bustle of Charlotte where every street corner and restaurant harbored memories of his dead family.

“You need a place to start fresh,” Johnny had said.

It was the same thing his Sergeant had said as he signed Sinclair’s transfer papers.

It was the same thing his mother had said when he talked to her on the phone.

The same thing that the court appointed therapist had told him during their final session.

Honestly, if one more person had told him to leave, then Sinclair might have stayed in Charlotte out of sheer spite. But here he was, bunking up in the outskirts of Hollow Hills, Georgia, in a house of ill repair, trying to sweep the shattered dreams of his former life under a rug.

 . . . Rug . . .

Where was his rug?

Damn movers.

Sinclair thumbed the green button beside Johnny’s name. Maybe Johnny could bring him food. Take one thing off his to-do list.

Johnny was in Sinclair’s new driveway within ten minutes.


HEY, JOHNNY

“HEY HEY HEY!” Johnny shouted. He knocked on the door but entered without waiting for Sinclair to greet him. 

Sinclair groaned, half-jokingly, as he rose to greet his old partner.

“Johnny. Good to see you,” Sinclair hugged Johnny and slapped him once on the back. Johnny had let himself go a bit in the three years since he left Charlotte, Sinclair noted. What had once been a hefty dad bod had bloomed a no-kidding pot belly, and Johnny had grown something that resembled a beard across 85% of his chin. His uniform was wrinkled to hell, but at least his badge shone from a semi-recent polishing.

Johnny squeezed Sinclair until his back popped.

“My friend! How was the drive!?”

“Not too bad. These old back roads are hell, though. I’ll need to get some new tires for sure.”

“This the new place Shannon got for you?”

“Yup.”

“It’s . . . ” Johnny’s voice trailed off as he struggled for something positive to say.

“As ugly as your mother?” Sinclair offered, and Johnny broke out in a burst of his characteristically good-natured, full-body laughter. He pretended to punch at Sinclair and threw a jab into the open air.

“Yeah. You and Shan didn’t go for the glitz OR the glamor, did you?”

“Didn’t think I’d need to. Thought maybe a fixer-upper could keep my mind occupied whenever I wasn’t at work.”

“Well, you certainly found the most fixer of all the uppers, huh? Seriously though, there’s some good guys around town who can lend you a hand with stuff once you get to know them. Biggest lumber mill on the east coast. I’m sure the Gattis Family will set you up with some new flooring for dirt cheap. You’ll learn quick, but around here almost anything can get done for a couple I.O.U.s and cold beers.”

“Hell of a lot different than Charlotte, huh?”

“Ah-yup. You have no idea.” 

Sinclair saw a strange look pass across his friend’s face, but he was too tired to ask questions. Instead, he turned around to give Johnny the grand tour of his new place. It took all of three minutes, and Johnny had a wise-crack or a joke to accompany each new room as it was revealed.

“Kitchen looks like it hosted both World Wars. Guess it’s a good thing you don’t know how to cook anyhow, huh?”

“Living room is nice. Your little 12-inch plasma would probably take up most of that wall!”

“Closet under the stairs. Nice. We’ll let you crawl in there, carve a lightning bolt on your forehead and let you pretend you’re special.”

Sinclair rolled his eyes at each jab, retorting with his own snipes whenever he could think of them.

Upstairs, he didn’t open the door to Max’s room.

Johnny didn’t ask about it.

Johnny didn’t joke about the picture of Sinclair and Claire lying safely beside the bed either.

Even Johnny knew when things were off limits.

That awareness was a big reason Sinclair had liked Johnny back in the big city. That, and the fact that Johnny had a modicum of honor within him. Even in the den of snakes that was Charlotte PD, Johnny had always tried to do the right thing.

“Well hell, old bud. What do you want to do?” Johnny asked as they ended the tour, standing in the master bedroom. He was staring curiously at the stained back wall, and Sinclair could sense the beginnings of a joke forming in his mind, but instead Johnny launched into “Want a hand getting all this stuff set up? Or do you want to head into town? Get a sense of your new stomping grounds and a bite to eat?”

Sinclair surveyed the jungle of boxes. He thought about all the memories which would be unearthed with each unfolding of cardboard flaps.

He wasn’t ready for that yet.

It was time for new beginnings. Just like the world had mandated.

“Yeah. Let’s check out the town, huh?”

“I’ll drive. Looks like that pothole on Towns Street got a hold of your old beater on the way in, huh?”

“Yeah. Among other things.”

“Want me to give you a hand changing it?”

“No.” Sinclair said, glancing out the window at the remnant of his past life, sitting slumped and broken in the driveway. Visions of Claire smiling at him from the passenger seat while Max sang in the back overwhelmed him in a rush, leaving Sinclair feeling uncomfortable, dizzy. He blinked and ground his teeth, maintaining his composure around his old friend, his new boss, as he turned quickly away from the window.

“Yeah. You’re right.” 

Johnny was nodding, pretending not to notice Sinclair struggling. Calling attention to the way Sinclair’s lip trembled would have embarrassed him. Man-code prevailed. Just ignore the emotions until they go away.

Eyes averted; Johnny twirled his keys around his ring finger.

“Food first. But remember, I only offer to help with shit like changing tires once in a blue moon. I gave you a chance to get help and you passed. Must still be as stupid as you ever were.”

Johnny nudged Sinclair in the ribs as the pair made their way back downstairs, and the jab tricked a smile across Sinclair’s face. It felt good to be reunited with his old coworker, even under the circumstances. Good enough to dull the sting of the memories of Max, if just for a moment.

They piled into the beige truck with SHERIFF printed on the side in big, brown letters, and rolled out of the driveway. Sinclair made a point of not looking at his car, or the house, as they drove off.


THE HOLLOW HILLS HAVE EYES. EARS. MOUTHS.

HOLLOW HILLS WAS picturesque, stereotypical, small-town USA. It had a main street that would look great on a postcard and people who sipped lemonade with each other on hot summer days. It was the type of place where kids still rode their bikes to school. Where you could probably still get a milkshake for a nickel at the corner store if you asked real nice. Or at least, that’s the impression it gave to the few visitors who passed through each year. The reality was, like it was in most small towns, much more complicated. 

The town had started as a trading post for mountain men from Blue Ridge to peddle the pelts, game, and whatever else they had shot, killed, hooked, lined, or sinkered back in ye olden days. It grew a fair bit when the Gattis family moved in and opened a small, moderately successful sawmill which attracted men who were desperate for work in the mid-1800s. Then the town just, in a way, gave up on itself. The ambitions of the people who lived there never expanded beyond a desire for one main road and a couple of niche shops. Those few kids and teenagers who were cursed with passion or dreams eventually left Hollow Hills for college and they never came back. Which was A-OK with the lemonade sippers in their rocking chairs.

People with ambition tended to complicate things.

Working too hard tended to complicate things.

It was best to just kick back and enjoy the simple life. That’s what the lemonade sippers reckoned. So even as the world around them evolved, Hollow Hills kept itself willfully excluded from the mechanisms of the modern era.

Johnny tried to explain all of this to Sinclair as they drove around.

There was the Post Office- still trying its best to stave off the influence of Amazon and their two-day shipping.

There was the small local theater. It had been built in the mid-1900s by a kid who thought he could bring “culture” to the town, and who had later been run off for his (to quote Mr. Trelawney) “unacceptable efforts to corrupt the youths.”

There was the defunct Toy Shop, its doors closed for the last few years, the toymaker retired and living on the town’s edge.

It was all so quaint.

It was all so manicured and picturesque.

Sinclair struggled to decide how he felt about it. The culture shock coming from Charlotte was going to give him whiplash. But wasn’t that the point? To immerse himself in something wholly different from where he had been? To reset his frame of mind so that he could reinvent himself? Restart his life?

Sinclair adjusted the A/C to stop himself from sweating through his nice shirt as Johnny pulled into a parking spot; the very last spot along Hollow Hill’s long row of brick-faced buildings.

“And here you have it. The gem of Hollow Hills. Citadel of righteousness and legal execution standing tall in the unruly wilds of Northeast Georgia. The Hollow Hills Sheriff’s Station!” Johnny announced the sight with an obviously mocking enthusiasm.

Their station looked exactly like the rest of the buildings on main street: Its roof hung low over its second story. The bricks had faded to dull reds and browns, their edges and corners worn away by decades of rainfall. ‘Re-Elect Mayor Bellman’ signs were posted in the narrow strip of grass which separated the parking spaces from the sidewalks and the only thing that differentiated this building from the others seemed to be the bars on the windows.

Sinclair stepped out of Johnny’s truck and began to approach the station’s front door, but his friend stepped in front of him.

“Woah woah woah. Hey hey hey. No. You just got here. You’re not even moved in yet. Work can wait until tomorrow. Clyde’s on duty right now, and if we distract him for even one second, then any productivity he might have stumbled across will be derailed for the rest of the afternoon. Get back. Back I say!” Johnny seemed to be half joking, half serious, judging by the smirk on his face and the way he pushed Sinclair away.

“That’s not why we’re out here. The bar, my man! The bar! You need food. Not work.”

Sinclair turned on his heel and read the sign across the road. ‘PADDY’S PUB’ looked just like the Sheriff’s station.

“Their food any decent?” Sinclair asked as Johnny pushed him away from the station.

“Hell no. But it does technically count as food. How many calories are in a bucket of grease? Never mind. Doesn’t matter. In, in, in, before O’Hare sees the car out front and comes to talk my ear off about some non-issue.”

“You sound like you suck as a Sheriff.”

Johnny chuckled, but it sounded forced. For a moment, Sinclair saw the shadow of sadness race across his friends’ face, just like it had at Sinclair’s house. But again, Johnny regained his composure quickly.

Sinclair had struck a nerve. Bad way to get reintroduced to his old friend. Sinclair didn’t pry, same as Johnny hadn’t pried in the master bedroom.

“Yeah yeah. Judge me all you want tomorrow after you’ve met the town. For now though, in.”

The double doors of Paddy’s Pub were heavy and slow to open. The place was packed. An old-school jukebox pumped classic rock from the back corner of the joint, and just about every booth and barstool was occupied by stereotypical looking small town yuppies, all of whom looked over to see who had joined their ranks. They nodded pleasantly towards their Sheriff, then paused to take stock of the newcomer. Conversations stopped. Even the jukebox seemed to skip a beat.

Sinclair tried to smile back at them all, but he knew the look appeared forced. What did he have to smile about?

A hostess emerged from the shadows to the side and one by one the townsfolk turned back to their previous conversations. A new song started on the jukebox as Sinclair and Johnny slid across the sticky plastic seats of the last remaining booth.

“Burger and a Bud like usual?” the hostess asked Johnny with a heavy southern drawl as she walked them to their seats. Apparently, the lines between hostess and waitress were blurry here.

“You know me so well, darlin’.” Johnny responded, adopting an exaggerated drawl of his own. Sinclair cocked an eyebrow at that, but Johnny just laughed and shook his head.

“And how about you?”

“Water and a burger.”

“You trying to go dry?” Johnny asked.

“No. Just wary of the locals seeing their brand-new deputy getting drunk in public.”

“Shit, Sinclair. You really don’t ‘get’ this town yet. They see you not drinking they’ll trust you even less than if you were on call and plastered. Staying sober means you’re trying to focus. Means you’re working hard on something. And if the Sheriff is working hard on something, that means trouble’s afoot. Does it make sense? No. Is that the way things roll around here? Yes,” Johnny said. “You’re off duty. You’re good. Promise. Get my guy a Bud also! I’m paying, if that’s really what this is about.”

“It’s not.”

“Well, whatever. Get Sheriff’s Deputy Redford here a water and a Bud. Drink the water if you want, but at least have the Bud on the table. It’ll help with the optics and all that.” 

Johnny winked, half at Sinclair, half at the woman standing over them with her lips pursed. The hostess/waitress scratched something out on her notepad, nodded, and sauntered off towards the kitchen in the back.

Sinclair rolled his eyes. He had forgotten how pushy Johnny was. It came from a place of good intentions, but damn if it wasn’t exhausting sometimes.

A couple who had been sitting in a nearby booth rose as the waitress walked away. They came over and greeted the Sheriff, then introduced themselves to Sinclair as Mr. and Mrs. Gattis. They ran the sawmill, apparently, and they had three dogs which Mrs. Gattis whipped out pictures of, as if Sinclair had asked to see them.

Sinclair returned their salutations and tried to come across as amicable and neighborly as possible until they left him alone and went back to their booth. They sat and another group of four rose from a table nearby to fill the conversational void. Mr. and Mrs. Tillman, with their kids Rosemary and Shelby. They sat. Another family stood. And on and on, like a carousel of introductions until finally, blessedly, Sinclair and Johnny’s food arrived, breaking the pattern of interaction.

Sinclair sighed and downed the last of the beer which he did, by that point, feel like he needed. “Jesus. Everybody around here’s so nice it’s almost suffocating. You get the same treatment when you rode in?”

“Aw, yeah,” Johnny laughed around a mouthful of hamburger. “That won’t stop for a couple of months. People are gonna be showing up on your doorstep for weeks with apple pies and peach pies and cherry pies trying to make nice with the new guy.”

“Sounds exhausting.”

“It is.”

“Nice though.”

Johnny crinkled his eyebrows and chewed for a minute before responding.

“You know how back in Charlotte everybody was just a stuck-up asshole openly?” 

“Uh huh.”

“Not the case around here. Here in the real South, people like to fake nice. They’ll smile at you and offer you a drink and if you don’t look too close at their smiles you can almost believe that they’re genuine. For the heavy majority of people around here, that porcelain mask is all they’ll ever look for. Those people will just kick back on their front porches with a lemonade, glance at the mostly disarming smiles of their neighbors, and they’ll be happy as all get out. “

“But not us, huh?”

Johnny shook his head and polished off his beer. He shifted his weight around and smiled, giving his badge a playful flick.

“These people are petty as hell, and the gossip mill is a fucking nightmare, but 99 times out of 100 things seem to end with little more than neighbors not talking to one another or a divorce lawyer getting paid. Rarely ever boils over into action for us, which is for the best I guess.”

He stopped, got a faraway look in his eye as he remembered something, then laughed.

“Heh. Actually. You know what? No. Last year Mr. Good threw a bucket of paint thinner onto Ms. Ratley’s garden. It was such a big deal that we’re still talking about it . . . what . . . 13 months later? So make it 98 times out of a hundred things end in vows of silence. Every now and then we get a garden variety planticides.”

Johnny’s chuckles died off as he took a swig of his drink. He set the glass back on the table and ran his finger through the condensation, the sad look back in his eyes.

“You’d think in a town like this a Sheriff might get a real chance to do some good. Make a difference. But there’s just not that many chances to do good.”

“Not like in Charlotte where there were chances aplenty.”

Johnny shook his head.

“Here we’re just a big fish in a clean, boring pond versus Charlotte where we were a small as shit fish in an ocean full of shit. No way either fish will do much of anything with their lives except live ‘em.”

Sinclair lowered his eyes and tapped on his coaster. He understood his boss’s apathy all too well.

One beer wasn’t going to be enough for tonight after all. He caught the waitresses’ eye, twirled a finger in the air, and before he could even drop his hand back down another glass had arrived. This one was twice as large as the first. A 64 ounce mug or something ridiculous like that. Sinclair didn’t care. Any of his reservations about drinking in front of the public had leaked away.

“So . . . You wanna talk about Charlotte? Get it all off your chest? I heard the reports, and just . . . Damn. Sinclair. Nobody should ever have to go through that. I can’t begin to imagine. If you don’t want to talk about it, I get it. But you know. Open start. Clear the room. That sort of a thing?” Johnny stumbled through his offer to play therapist.

“I’d rather not. Not yet. I don’t see the good in airing that out. Not like words could fix anything at this point. Sometimes things can’t be fixed. Sometimes bad things happen and once they’ve happened then there’s nothing you or the rest of the world can do but accept them. See them for what they are and learn how to live your life in the wreckage that got left behind.”

Sinclair took a massive swig from his drink. Knocked out a fifth of it in a single pull.

“That’s not what human nature wants us to do though, is it?” He continued. “Human nature wants us to fix, to repair, to revise. But there’s no repairing the smell of my dead wife, her skin burst like a fucking Bratwurst; fat crackling in the furnace that our house became. There’s no revising what happened to Max . . . There one second, gone the next . . . ”

Sinclair’s voice trailed off and he stared at his drink for a long, hard minute. Johnny sat, quietly for once, struggling to find the right words to say.

But there were no right words. There was nothing to be done. That was the worst part of Sinclair’s point. Maybe that was his entire point. Shit. He’d done it again. Straight down the rabbit hole of self-hatred and loathing.

Sinclair tipped the second beer back and let it disappear down his throat, pounding the alcohol on purpose. Bidding the drink to drown out his thoughts.

“I think I should head home. See you tomorrow.”

“I’ll give you a ride,” Johnny said, rising and eyeing the monstrous glass that Sinclair had just slammed. “You hit those beers that you didn’t want pretty hard,” Johnny said with a playful wink, trying to recover the mood and grateful to be saved from addressing Sinclair’s philosophical waxing. “I’ll show you the rest of town on the way. You have any clue where the grocery store is? Or the home supplies?”

“I’ll find it. Town isn’t that big.”

“No. It sure isn’t.”

“Sinclair? I’m here for you, man. In any way you need me.”

“I know it, bud. And, Johnny? Thanks. You’ve done wonders for me, just getting me out here. But for now I think I just need some sleep.”

Johnny nodded.

A half hour later, Johnny pulled his truck into the driveway of Sinclair’s new house.

Sinclair stepped carefully down from the passenger seat, watching as the world teetered beneath him. He’d slammed the beers too fast after staying sober for too long. His tolerance was down.

Maybe not the best way to start his tenure as the deputy.

It was dark by the time Sinclair managed to jiggle the keys to his house into their deadbolt, getting the contraption turned and open with an embarrassing amount of effort. Johnny had to help him up the stairs. Together, they dug through boxes until they found sheets and a pillow, and then Sinclair collapsed onto the mattress which the movers had tossed on the ground. Work was going to suck the next morning.
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and Strings brings to life a world where the enchantment
of puppetry inexorably descends into a magical perdition."”
—Thomas Ligotti
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Let the world know:
#1GotMyCLPBook!
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