



[image: Cover]






[image: ]



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

Third Eye

ISBN: 978-1-951880-91-0

Copyright © 2020 by Rick R. Reed

Cover Art by Natasha Snow Copyright © 2020

Published in April, 2020 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

 

Also available in Print, ISBN: 978-1-951880-94-1

 

Warning: This book contains graphic depictions of rape, violence, and murder.


Third Eye

 

Rick R. Reed


Table of Contents

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Epilogue

About the Author


In memory of my mother,

Theresa Annette Comparetto Reed

1928-2007


Prologue

She was only thirteen. It wasn’t fair she now lay, bound, waiting for death. Before, there had been struggling: clawing and fighting, scratching their faces, pulling at their hair, batting at whatever part she could reach. Her breath had come in choking spasms, adrenaline pumping, burning, anteing up the hysteria so much she thought her air would be blocked. Then had come the dread that made her lose most of her fight, when her terror-addled brain had begun to accept her fate was to die here, in this tiny, hot room, with the only witness to her demise the sparkling eyes of her killers and the maddening, crooked whirl of a ceiling fan long past its prime and wobbling, doing nothing more than blowing the overheated, moist air around the room. The dread had risen up, a nausea twisting her gut and making her afraid she would vomit. And then had come the numbness, a dull tingling throughout her body that precluded movement, stripping her of coherent thought.

They stood above her. Faces she had trusted, faces she had seen before, around her neighborhood. The man she and her friends had had a crush on. He used to drive by her little house on Ohio Street in his old red Mustang, looking the picture of youth, confidence, masculinity. His hair was dark, cut bristle-brush short, and his face always clean-shaven. Thin lips bordered rows of perfect white teeth, and when he had smiled at her, only hours ago, she had lit up. A tingling had started in her toes and had worked its way up until the color rose to her cheeks. At her young age, the interest of a man in his twenties was inconceivable, although it had been something she had hoped for since the first day she had seen him, back at the onset of summer, when the sun had turned white-hot, burning up the grass and making illusory waves rise from the hot, cracked sidewalks.

He had pulled to the curb and sat there, car idling. She sat in the front yard, sorting through Barbie clothes: ball gowns and swimming suits, miniskirts and stretch pants. He didn’t say anything, not right away. She had looked at him once, then looked away, certain his interest could never be in her. Suddenly she felt ridiculous with her metal trunk, her Barbie dolls, and all the outfits she had once been so proud to collect. Swiftly, she returned the clothes to their case and slammed it shut.

She leaned back, resting on her palms, and lifted her face to the sun. Its heat beat down relentlessly, making the skin on her face feel tight.

She felt his eyes on her still. She opened her own eyes a crack and regarded him peripherally. He really was looking at her! The adorable little smile that caused a dimple to rise in his right cheek deepened in the sun’s play of shadow and light. She leaned back more, left hand reaching out to surreptitiously move the Barbie trunk farther away. In this posture, here on the withered and brown grass, she felt that her breasts, little more than two tiny bumps an unkind boy at school had once referred to as her anthills, looked larger. She could be eighteen, couldn’t she? With the right makeup and her hair pulled up….

But now her long blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, clipped with a pink plastic barrette. She wore a pair of cutoff shorts and an oversized South Park T-shirt belonging to her older brother. He would have killed her had he known she was wearing it. But he was away at the Y’s summer camp and would never know the difference.

The idling of the car was like an animal purring.

And then the sun disappeared, and she sat in darkness. Beneath her closed lids, she sensed someone standing over her.

Why hadn’t she heard the slam of the car door? Her eyelids fluttered, but she did not open them. It would be just like her mother to come outside now and stand above her, hands on hips, and ask her what she thought she was doing.

“Lucy?”

Finally, she opened her eyes and blinked at the brightness of the August day. He was smiling. So unlike the other guys in Fawcettville, he was dressed in pressed black slacks and a collarless white shirt, buttoned to his neck.

“How did you know my name?”

“Oh, I make it my business to know the names of all the pretty young ladies around here.”

Lucy felt the heat rise to her face once more. She grinned and could not think of a single word to say.

“Playing Barbie?”

She shoved the case farther away, until it was completely out of her grasp. The case lay in the white heat, glinting, looking, she hoped, as if it had nothing to do with her.

“What? Oh…no, no. These are my little sister’s. She always makes such a mess of things, and I was just organizing for her.”

“What a good sister.”

“Yeah, well…”

The two said nothing for a while, and Lucy began to grow uncomfortable under his gaze. She shifted her long, tanned legs in front of her, crossing them at the ankle.

“I was driving by and saw you sitting there, and I had to tell you”—he hunkered down beside her—“what a lovely sight you are. It made me stop just to have a better look.”

She laughed and thought she sounded way too much like the thirteen-year-old she was. “Thank you,” she whispered, wondering where her voice had gone.

“No, thank you, for being here, for making the heat of this day a little more pleasant.”

Oh, stop! she wanted to cry out but whispered again, “Thank you.”

He leaned closer, enough for her to feel his breath near her ear. In spite of the day’s heat, his nearness caused gooseflesh to rise on her arms, her spine to tingle.

“Listen.” He glanced around the empty street with eyes like none she had ever seen: green, ringed with thick black lashes. And in his gaze was a conspiracy that included only the two of them. “My car has air-conditioning. I know this is out of the blue and all, but I wondered if you’d like to go for a ride with me.”

Lucy glanced back at her house. She wished suddenly she lived in a bigger house, in a better neighborhood. Here on this modest residential street close to the river, her small white clapboard house was surrounded by other houses very much like it, some of them covered in rusting aluminum siding. She pictured her mother inside, on a vinyl-covered kitchen chair, watching All My Children on a thirteen-inch portable TV on the Formica-topped kitchen table. Her mother, she knew, would never approve of what was transpiring here, right in her front yard.

He stood suddenly. “Okay, okay. I get the message.”

“Wait.” She sat up straighter. A pickup rumbled by and left in its wake a smell of exhaust and a rush of hot air.

He turned. “What? Need to get your mom’s permission?”

“Of course not!” Her voice came out higher than she would have liked, the whiny protest of a child. She stood. “I’d like to come with you. But I can’t stay out too long.” She was about to say “My mom will be worried” but realized how immature that would sound. “I’ve got some people I have to meet in a little while.”

He smiled. And the smile erased any nervousness she had about going with him. After all, she had seen him around the neighborhood dozens of times. He wasn’t exactly a stranger, not really.

“That’s fine, Lucy. I’ll have you back within an hour. I promise. I certainly wouldn’t want to get off on the wrong foot with you.” He winked, and she followed him to the waiting car.

Lucy tripped getting into the car. Her head bumped against the chrome surrounding the upper doorframe, and her hand slid across the black vinyl seat. The laugh that followed came out high and flighty, a little bird. Lucy reddened once more, embarrassed by her klutziness.

He was grinning, already behind the steering wheel. “Don’t worry about it. We are all prey to tiny lapses in coordination.”

He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel while Lucy settled beside him, doing her best to recover her composure. With elaborate care, she positioned herself on the seat and crossed her legs. She admired her legs and hoped he did too: long and tan, smooth, the legs of a woman.

It was then she felt, more than noticed, the presence of someone else in the car. Lucy turned and saw her for the first time. In the back sat a young woman. Her hair, like Lucy’s, was blonde, but more of a brassy platinum shade. She wore a pair of dark glasses with cat-eye frames, bright-red lipstick, and a silk scarf tied around her neck. Her simple white shift contrasted sharply with her peach-colored skin. Lucy thought she was about the most glamorous thing she had ever seen in Fawcettville.

He noticed her looking. “This is my girlfriend, Myra. Sweetheart, say hello to Lucy.”

“Hello, Lucy.”

Did Lucy detect a very slight British accent in the gravelly voice? Whatever it was, this woman seemed so self-possessed and confident, Lucy’s dismay that this man had a girlfriend was almost overridden. Lucy was fascinated.

Lucy turned back to the man. “I don’t think you told me your name.”

He laughed, and Lucy forgot about Myra. His laugh was musical, setting her heart to thumping. She wondered what it would be like to slide closer, to rest her head on his shoulder.

“It’s Ian.” He slid a pair of Ray-Bans over his green eyes and shifted the car into drive. They sped away from the curb.

Lucy watched as her little white house grew smaller in the side-view mirror.

It wasn’t long before they were pulling up in front of a trailer on the outskirts of town. Lucy was disappointed; the dwelling didn’t seem to fit Ian’s character at all. She had expected something more romantic: a houseboat moored on the Ohio River, a high-rise apartment in nearby Pittsburgh, a mansion, a log cabin, anything but a trailer.

And it wasn’t even a nice one. Set up on cinder blocks, the trailer was a big box wrapped in harvest gold and dingy white aluminum. A piece of the skirting had torn loose at one end, and there was rust around the corners.

Ian shut the car off and draped his arm across the back of Lucy’s seat. “It isn’t much, love, but it’s all I’ve got. Care to come inside, or should we take you home?”

“Oh, just take her home, Ian. She’ll be late for supper,” Myra said from the backseat, where she hid behind a cloud of cigarette smoke.

“I’d love to come inside. This is where you live, right?”

Ian laughed. “Yes, for now. Are you sure you have time?”

Lucy glanced down at her watch, embarrassed suddenly by the pink vinyl strap and the Hello Kitty face on the dial. She would have to get a new watch soon, no matter what. Mom would probably be wondering, right about now, where she had gone off to. “I have a little time. Let’s go in. I want to see.”

Lucy followed the two of them toward the trailer. Ahead of her there was a copse of maple trees on a bluff. The Ohio River, looking brown and stagnant in the milky white light, curved as it made its way south.

Inside, the sudden change from the day’s withering brightness to the dark interior blinded Lucy, and she felt her first moment of panic. Neither of them said anything, and she suddenly felt helpless. For the first time that day, she questioned their interest in her and thought herself foolish for not having wondered why a young couple in their twenties would want to bring her home.

But she did look older, didn’t she?

Of course she did. Ian confirmed it. “We’re going to have a glass of wine, Lucy. Would you care for one?”

A flush of pleasure rushed through her. They did think she was older, a peer. Perhaps they were just trying to make friends. Before the onset of the summer, she couldn’t recall having seen either of them before. But what would Mom say if she came home with liquor on her breath? She groped in her pocket, thankful for the piece of Bazooka there.

“Well, maybe I could have just a small one.”

“Excellent!” Ian clapped his hands together and went toward the wall behind him, where a portable kitchen waited. He took a jug of white wine from the refrigerator and poured three glasses.

After they were settled in the living room and Lucy’s eyes had adjusted to the dim lighting, she said, “This is much nicer than I thought.”

The couple exchanged glances, laughing, and Lucy wondered why. The place was run-down. The carpeting, a beige-and-brown tweed, was threadbare, and the furniture was a hodgepodge of mismatched pieces, all of it looking secondhand. The scarred coffee table contained an odd assortment of items: a book called Crime and Punishment, a ceramic skull, and two black votive candles set on tin jar lids.

But the dimness and stale air bothered her more than anything else. Why were all the curtains drawn? “It’s kind of dark in here, isn’t it?”

That remark they found amusing as well; their laughter began to make her uncomfortable. She scratched her arm.

Ian said, “Lucy, haven’t you noticed? It’s hot outside. It keeps things a little cooler if I keep the drapes drawn.”

Of course.

After they had finished their wine—well, after Ian and Myra had finished theirs; Lucy thought it tasted horrible—Ian disappeared for a moment. When he came back, he was carrying a video camera. It was one of those tiny ones you could almost palm in your hand, and the red light on it was blinking.

What was going on?

“Smile for the camera, Lucy.”

Lucy tried to smile, but things were getting too strange. She managed to turn up the corners of her lips in a grin. Suddenly, Myra was on the couch next to her, too close, really. Lucy smelled her perfume. It was too sweet, with a bitter undertone. It smelled like she had rubbed incense on herself. The scent of the perfume combined with cigarettes and wine caused Lucy to lean back, away from Myra. Suddenly, the woman didn’t seem as glamorous as she had in the car.

She put her arm around Lucy and mugged for the camera. “Come on, Lucy, smile!”

Lucy bit her lip, thinking of the Barbie trunk she had left on her front lawn. Kelsey Timmons, just down the street, wouldn’t be above taking the whole trunk home, especially with the golden opportunity Lucy was giving her. Kelsey had coveted Lucy’s Barbie collection since she had moved in down the street four years ago. “I think I’d like to go home now.” Lucy tried to look anywhere but into the lens of the camera. She wished he would turn it off.

“Nonsense!” Ian exclaimed.

“You just got here, dear,” Myra whispered to her. Her lips were too red, and Lucy suddenly felt sick.

“Please, I need to go home now.”

“Just a few more minutes.” Ian hunkered down in front of the two of them, moving the camera slowly up and down their bodies.

Lucy lifted the wine to her lips, just to have something to quell her mouth’s terrible dryness. She began to perspire, dampening at her armpits, her hairline. She whimpered, “You said no more than an hour.”

“Such a pretty girl,” Myra whispered, lifting Lucy’s ponytail and turning it in her hand. “Oh, to have such tresses. What I wouldn’t give to have hair this color.” She giggled. “Naturally, I mean.”

“Jealous?” Ian stood and aimed the camera down at the two of them.

Lucy shot up, heat and fear coalescing to make her sick. The walls of the trailer closed in. “I don’t feel so good. Can we go now?”

Ian set the camera down for a moment and gave her his most winning smile. “The answer to that question, my sweet, is no.”


Part One


Chapter One

Cayce D’Amico felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. The gathering clouds were angry, bruised, hulking blue-gray shapes pressing down on the hills.

“Oh, there’s one hell of a storm coming. That’s for sure.” He watched the darkening sky through the kitchen window, pausing from his work of chopping burdock stalks into sticks for the Sicilian fritters called cardoons. The wind kicked up, audible, becoming icy, the leaves turning to display their pale undersides. The last few days had been the opposite: punishing temperatures in the upper nineties and humidity so thick you could drown in it. Miserable. Cayce had lain in front of a fan in his boxers at night as it whirred and blew the hot air around, offering no relief.

It was like lying inside a convection oven.

He beat eggs, added some grated Romano and salt and pepper, and set the batter next to the burdock stalks. He wiped his hands on a dishtowel.

Worse, though, than the brewing storm outside was the fact he couldn’t see his son, Luke. Luke, at seven, was prone to wandering away. Usually such distraction wasn’t of much concern, because Fawcettville wasn’t like Pittsburgh, about an hour east, with its crime and traffic. Fawcettville perched on the banks of the Ohio River, overlooking the hills of the northern panhandle of West Virginia. It was mostly known as a town where nothing ever happened. Sometimes the inactivity seemed like a drawback, dull. Other times it was a blessing—especially for a single dad bringing up a little boy. Then you appreciated blessings like living in a dull backwater town, where the worst crime you could remember was some kids breaking into Bricker’s drug store last summer.

Peace of mind.

So why did Cayce suddenly feel something wasn’t quite right? Why did the fact that Luke was no longer in the backyard make him queasy?

Cayce and Luke didn’t live in some sort of exclusive area. Their little house was surrounded by others much the same: older houses covered in peeling paint, rusting aluminum siding, or asphalt tile that was supposed to look like brick but never did. Cayce had grown up in this little hollow down by the Ohio River and knew most of his neighbors. Just as they had watched Cayce playing from their porch swings and gliders, many of the same people watched Luke, even though their hair had turned gray and their children had grown up and moved away, especially when the steel mill in a neighboring town had closed down, taking any hope of prosperity with it.

“Maybe it’s just the wind making me so cold.” Cayce rubbed at the dark hair on his forearms, making the coarse black fur stand on end. He was sure the temperature had dropped at least fifteen degrees in the past half hour. This drop, coupled with the slate-blue clouds perched on the southern horizon, did much to raise the gooseflesh on his forearms. The chill might have been welcome if Luke was at the kitchen table, playing with his Hot Wheels.

But he was not. And Cayce, on the younger side of thirty, knew that at least a portion of the goose bumps on his beefy arms was from a distinct yet inexplicable dread and not the cold breeze, the dark clouds, and the imminent storm making its way into Fawcettville.

The Swiss chard laid out to be cleaned could wait, as could the tomatoes from his garden, still unsliced. Cayce did not like Luke being out where he couldn’t see him as weather bore down. He didn’t like it at all.

He slid into a pair of flip-flops he kept by the kitchen door. “Oreo!” he called, and a black-and-white mutt about the size of a boxer, with bright brown eyes, bounded into the kitchen, toenails clicking on the linoleum. “Wanna go outside, boy? Wanna help me find Luke?” Oreo had been left behind two years ago by Marc, Cayce’s “friend and roommate,” as his mother put it. Marc couldn’t stand the stifling life of a gay man in a small town and had set out for the bright lights and tall buildings—and easy men—of Pittsburgh. Who knew? Perhaps Marc had been swayed by all the Queer as Folk reruns he used to watch. Once he’d packed up his Nissan pickup, Cayce never saw the guy again and had never found love again.

But who the hell had time for that crap!

Cayce didn’t know why he ever bothered to think of the man, who had never been much help as a parent to Luke…or even as a dog owner, for that matter. Marc had been all about Marc. “C’mon, Oreo!”

Outside, the wind was kicking up. Papers and small pieces of gravel skittered across the road in front of the house. Cars passing by had turned on their headlights, piercing the odd, darkening afternoon light. The maple trees lining the road bent in the wind, like fingers splayed backward. The sky had a funny greenish tinge, and Cayce had seen that weird green color enough times to know what the storm portended.

Cayce made his way down First Avenue, searching from side to side and pausing occasionally to rub a piece of grit out of his eye. “Luke!” He yelled, “Luke!” even louder when there was no response. Where was that boy?

A drop of water landed on his arm, icy. The rows of houses lining the yellow-bricked street had deserted porches—everyone escaped indoors. The lights switched on inside the houses made them look like sanctuaries, and Cayce wished he could be in his own sanctuary with his own son, smells of the Sicilian peasant food he had grown up on filling their little house. Cayce supposed his neighbors had all retreated into their living rooms, where they could turn on the Weather Channel or listen to the radio to validate what was happening before their eyes.

Everyone, that was, except for Lula Stewart, bless her. Lula, who had lost her husband the winter before, still sat on her glider, wispy dyed-black hair being lifted by the wind.

“He went thataway,” Lula called, pointing to where First Avenue dead-ended at the woods.

“Great,” Cayce whispered to himself, then said to Lula, “Thanks. I’m going to wring his little neck for him.”

“Be nice, Cayce. He’s only seven.”

“I know, I know.” Cayce headed for the darkness of the trees at the end of the street. As he picked up his pace, so did the wind and the droplets of water, coming heavier every second.

The sky flashed with white light. Cayce gasped as a crack of thunder ripped through the air, reverberating through the ground and leaving in its wake the smell of ozone. “God, that was close.” Why didn’t Luke have the sense to come in out of the rain?

The sky ripped open and released the downpour, a sibilant hiss, so heavy it nearly blinded Cayce. In seconds his T-shirt and board shorts were drenched, clinging to him like a second skin. Water sluiced from his curly black hair into his eyes. The sky morphed into premature night, brightened only by the lightning. The thunder’s crash upped Cayce’s sense of anxiety and fear with each crack. The volume and the bright lightning seemed to have a direct line to his heart, which hammered double time in his chest.

“Luke!” he screamed above the wind that yanked twigs and whole clumps of leaves from the trees above him. An orange drink carton hit Cayce in the back of the head.

“Luke!” He watched in despair as Oreo ran back toward the house, tail between his legs. “Traitor,” he called after the dog.

The woods were even darker than the street. Cayce held his hands out in front of him to avoid crashing into trees. Already, his flip-flops were making a sucking sound as he pulled his feet out of the mud.

Annoyed, Cayce wiped the icy rain away from his face, flinging his damp mop of black hair back, trying to see in the storm’s murk. In the brief bluish flash of lightning, the woods looked empty, deserted. Why couldn’t he see Luke cowering under a tree, or better yet, running toward him, hell, even running away from him? Anything but this dreadful emptiness, abandoning him to the woods and the storm.

“Luke!” he yelled again, his throat growing hoarse. He tried to keep his voice even so Luke wouldn’t think he was mad, so the little boy wouldn’t hear his dad’s fear. “Luke, if you can hear me, yell. I’m not mad.”

And he wasn’t, not at his little boy anyway, whom he pictured trembling under a tree or huddled under a neighbor’s porch, shivering, terrified, wet, and cold. But Cayce was angry at himself, for not keeping better tabs on the weather and the whereabouts of a seven-year-old. What was wrong with him? Maybe his mom was right; maybe Cayce was too young (and alone) to take on the responsibility of rearing another human being. She was always telling Cayce to give the boy back to his mother. “Little boys need their moms,” his own mom often proclaimed.

Apparently, though, moms didn’t always need their little boys. Case in point, Joyce, Cayce’s wife of less than a year, who was only too happy to leave the “burden” of Luke with Cayce when she abandoned them both four years ago, heading off without a backward glance for the presumably greener pastures of Portland, Oregon. Like Marc, Joyce apparently believed happiness awaited outside the city limits of Fawcettville, Pennsylvania.

“Luke!” he called once more, competing for dominance with the wind, the thunder, the driving rain.

But all that answered him was the roar of the storm and the sound of detritus whistling through the air and smacking against the trees. Cayce was beginning to think his quest was in vain, that Luke was probably already at home, sitting at the kitchen table and wondering where his dad was, hungry for his supper.

It happened so quickly Cayce only experienced the event through instincts, like an animal.

The flash was so bright, Cayce gasped, squeezing his eyes shut.

The scent of ozone filled the air. Hair stood up on the back of his neck, tickling.

The rumble of the thunder deafened, so loud and close it drowned out his scream. And the sharp break of the tree branch above his head was akin to the crack of a whip.

The limb crashing down on his head dropped him to his knees. Everything went dark.


Chapter Two

“Nana? Is Dad over there?”

Sarah D’Amico closed her eyes and clutched the crucifix on her neck. She made a “tsk” sound she hoped Luke hadn’t heard. Would her son never change? Never accept responsibility? Here was Cayce’s seven-year-old calling to see where his father was. In the middle of an awful thunderstorm!

“No, Luke, your dad isn’t here.” Sarah never knew what to say to the boy. He wasn’t like other kids. He spoke way too clearly, even when he was two or three years old, and his vocabulary seemed too mature for his age. “When was the last time you saw him?”

“He was making supper, and I was in the yard. I went down the street to see if Theresa could come out and play and maybe her mom would let her eat with us.” Luke took a breath. “Theresa wasn’t home, and when I got back here, the storm had started and Dad was gone.”

Sarah twisted the phone cord around her finger, wondering what she should do. Her husband, Sam, in the living room watching Jeopardy!, would suggest they go over to Cayce’s immediately, if only for the sake of the little boy. But Sam didn’t know Cayce like she did; he’d always been too soft on their son. Imagine, up and leaving a seven-year-old boy to fend for himself with no word of where he’d gone. Sarah peered through her black horn-rims out the kitchen window. It looked like night out there, and it sounded like they lived closer to a railroad than they actually did.

“Nana? What should I do?”

Sarah sighed. She guessed she would have to abandon her own dinner of pasta fagioli and walk over to Cayce’s. In the process, she would get drenched, and supper would be late. It would serve Cayce right not to—what was the word they were using these days?—not to enable him.

Sarah looked to the Dutch oven on the stove, where the beans and red sauce were bubbling, steam rising up from them, and decided she would not be used like this. Sam could walk over. Let him get wet. She had dinner to make.

“Nana?”

“Yes, Luke. I’m going to send Pap-Pap over. He’ll be there in just a few minutes.”

Sarah hung up the phone without saying goodbye or even checking to see if the boy had heard her, then felt guilty. Luke was, after all, only seven and probably scared out of his mind.

*

Sam D’Amico loved Jeopardy! He had watched the game show for years, since back when it wasn’t electronic and its host was Art Fleming. He liked playing along, especially when the category was geography of some sort, and imagined that someday he would get out to California, where he could be a contestant himself.

Alex Trebek had just announced the category for final Jeopardy!, and Sam leaned forward. He would bet a lot on “European Rivers,” if he had been playing.

“Sam?”

Sam sighed and ran his fingers through his thick, close-cropped gray hair. He could sense his wife standing in the archway between the dining room and living room, her sizable shadow falling over his shoulder. “What is it, bella?”

“Cayce’s not home.”

“And?”

“Well, it’s just that Luke called, and he doesn’t know where he is.”

“What?” Sam turned in the recliner to regard his wife. “Luke doesn’t know where he is? In this downpour? Where could he be?”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “That’s what we all want to know, Sam.”

Sam stood, abandoning “European Rivers.” “I guess I better get over there and see what the hell’s going on.” He glanced out the picture window. It looked like the wind, thunder, and lightning had died down, and the rain had settled into a steady downpour. It would be good for the lawn.

He glanced at his wife as he headed for the closet and his slicker. She had twisted her mouth into a straight line, indicating her disapproval.

“Cut it out,” he said. “Luke probably wandered off, and he’s out there trying to find him. Give our son some credit, woman.”

Sarah returned to the kitchen, calling over her shoulder, “If Cayce still isn’t home, bring Luke over here. He can eat with us.”

As he headed toward the back door, Sam thought he’d never given much credit to inexplicable “feelings.” Things like premonitions were best reserved for TV shows and movies, not for real life. But he couldn’t escape the fact that he felt cold, in spite of the fact that Sarah’s yellow kitchen was warm. The oven was on for the biscuits she was baking, and on the stove, the beans, tomatoes, macaroni, and ham were bubbling in the Dutch oven.

So why did he feel cold? Why was there this cloying nausea in his stomach, as if he’d gotten hold of something rotten?

The screen door slammed shut behind him. Even though his son and grandson lived only a block over, Sam ran the short distance to their little house, panting. He couldn’t explain it and wouldn’t have wanted to try if someone had asked, but he felt in his gut there was something terribly wrong.

His fears were confirmed as he entered the back door of Cayce’s rented house. Luke sat quietly at the table, his small face creased with worry. The boy wasn’t doing anything, just sitting there, hands folded in front of him and tears welling up in his eyes.

“I don’t know where Dad is,” Luke whispered, trying with all of his seven-year-old will to put a little breath and bravery behind his words.

Sam saw the plate of burdock on the counter and the bowl of Swiss chard next to it. It was odd that Cayce would just leave in the middle of making supper. He knew Sarah would have accused Cayce of being irresponsible, of going off on a whim, but Sam had seen his son mature a lot over the years as he grew into a responsible father.

“It’s my fault,” Luke whispered, staring down at the table.

Sam squatted down next to him. “Now, what do you wanna go and say a thing like that for?”

“Because I wandered off without telling him where I was going. He was probably out looking for me.” Luke sniffed and searched his grandpa’s eyes for disapproval. “He prob’ly got lost in the storm.” His eyes grew wide. “Or maybe struck by lightning.”

Sam, smiling, pushed Luke’s blond hair away from his forehead and let it fall back into place. “Don’t be goofy. Your dad’s lived around here all his life. I doubt he’s lost. But you might be right about him being out looking for you.” Sam tried to frown at the boy to show his disapproval but didn’t have the heart, especially when Luke looked so upset. “Most likely he’s on one of the neighbor’s porches, gabbin’…and waiting for the rain to die down.”

Why did Sam feel like he was lying? Why did he feel this urgency tugging at him to get out there and look for Cayce? Why did it seem so imperative, as if too much time had already been wasted?

“What do you say we go out and look?”

Luke hopped down from the kitchen chair, and Sam could see he was relieved to have something proactive to do. He started toward the door.

“Whoa there, son. Don’t you have a poncho or something? Don’t want you to catch your death.”

Luke left the room and came back with a yellow slicker pulled over his shorts and T-shirt. Sam took his hand, and the two set off into the rain.

Luke was the first to see him. He let out a yelp, a sound almost identical to the sound a dog makes when someone steps on its foot.

And then he was running.

Sam saw his son lying at the entrance to the wood, and his heart lurched. For a moment, it felt like someone had knocked the wind out of him, and he couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t stop the boy from barreling toward his father, who lay, still as death, on a bed of mud mixed with pine needles. His skin was waxy, ashen. His big, strong body looked fallen. A large tree branch lay near his head.

The worst thing about this picture wasn’t Cayce’s stillness or the pallor of his skin but the huge, bloody gash in his forehead. It was like a dent, raw meat showing through. Sam was certain his son’s face would have been hidden by a mask of blood had it not been for the downpour sluicing its magenta alarm away. Cayce looked almost as if he were sleeping.

Sam hurried after Luke and grabbed his shoulder just as they reached Cayce. He tried to turn the boy away, not wanting this gruesome vision to be stamped into his brain.

Oh God, Sam wondered, his mouth gone dry, heart thudding, what if Cayce is dead?

Luke whimpered as Sam held him back, fingers clutching the boy’s frail shoulder. Sam wasn’t sure how to proceed. He couldn’t lose his son, not on a summer day. Not when he had just been watching Jeopardy! and thinking about the pasta fagioli his wife was in the kitchen making. Cayce’s palms were turned up and blackened with mud, as if he had tried to catch himself when he fell and his hands had slid through the moist earth. At first Sam wondered if his palms were burned, if he had been struck by lightning and the electric circuit had escaped through his hands. He was relieved when, stooping, the blackness came off easily at his touch.

He was also relieved to feel the pulse of his son’s blood through his wrist. Thank God he wasn’t dead. At least not yet…

And then he noticed the tremor coursing through his son’s body every few seconds. Cayce needed help. Traumas to the head required quick and certain medical attention.

None of this seemed real.

He tightened his grip on Luke, who was straining against him like a dog on a leash when it spies a squirrel. He couldn’t let the boy go.

Could Cayce survive until they got help? Would he suffer permanent harm? Brain damage?

He looked so pale.

Sam felt helpless, watching the tiny rivulets of water break and course across his face. He felt a knot in his throat and wanted to do nothing more than sink to his knees and cry out. He loved his son fiercely, and if he was gone, he didn’t know how he would stand it.

Something had to be done.

He squatted down next to Luke. “Listen, boy. Your dad’s been hurt. It might be serious… We need to get some help right away.” Why was it so hard for him to breathe? “You need to be a big fella for me. Can you do that?”

Luke stared at him, wide-eyed, and nodded.

“I need you to run over to the Wyatts and ask them to call 911 and get an ambulance down here right away.”

Luke stared at him. “Is Daddy dead?”

Luke sounded so plaintive, so young, that Sam was afraid he himself would burst into tears, but he knew he couldn’t do that. Maybe later, but not now. Not when he had to be the strong one. Not when time was in such short supply. He smacked Luke on the butt. “Of course not, Luke. He’s just hurt. Now scoot. We need to get some help.”

Luke dashed off without a word, heading toward the Wyatts’ green-shingled house. Sam bit his lower lip, gnawing at it until he got the surprise of a squirt of his own blood in his mouth. It tasted metallic, and Sam pushed at the tiny cut on his lower lip with his tongue. “Get hold of yourself, old man.”

The ambulance would come soon, and with its flashing red lights and sirens, the neighbors would come out too.

And Sarah.

Sam could picture her running down First Avenue, wiping her hands on her apron, her face creased with worry, knowing that the commotion was for Cayce, knowing, as a mother would, that something very bad had happened to her child.

Sam sucked in a great, quivering breath and thought he could already hear a siren in the distance. Perhaps he did. The hospital was only five minutes away.

And here came Luke, running on little toothpick legs, blond hair blowing back in the wind.

And the Wyatts, an older couple he and Sarah had known since they had moved to the little neighborhood down here by the Ohio River back in ’63… They were trying to keep up with Luke.

And behind them, Sarah, running, stumbling. Even in the rain, Sam could see she was crying, tears born of a terrible yet still inexplicable knowledge that something was very wrong.

Sam turned back to his son’s twitching form and knelt on the ground beside him, tenderly touching his neck, where a weak pulse beat. “Thank you,” he whispered, “thank you.”


Chapter Three

Cayce’s awakening came by degrees. First the sense of an unfamiliar bed, linens starchy and stiff against his bare back. When his eyelids began to flutter, there were glimpses: metal rails, a tray topped with a box of Kleenex, a vase of daisies, dials and lights, and a long metal pole with a fluid-filled plastic bag hanging from it. The tube ran into a big vein on the back of his hand, and for just a moment he had to resist an urge to yank the tube out.

Then he was back asleep, moving from semiconsciousness to sleep with swiftness, with almost no change at all.

Walking down a dark corridor, narrow, colorless walls pressing in. If he raises his arms, he can touch both sides of the corridor as he moves along, toward a pulsating bluish light and the cry of a child.

The cry is familiar. It’s Luke. Comprehension comes full force. Luke is not lost but needs Cayce, needs his father. He moves faster, faster, but it’s weird. The boy’s crying does not get louder, nor does he seem to get any closer to the light he supposes signals the end of the corridor. It’s as if, when he moves forward, the hall stretches. It’s as though he’s not moving at all. Futile.

“Luke! Luke, honey, can you hear me?”

“Daddy. Come and get me.”

A shriek.

And suddenly he was awake again, the sheet beneath him drenched with sweat. His hair stuck to his head, and little beads of perspiration ran from his hairline to tickle the back of his neck.

There was pain, dull, constant, and thudding behind his eyes. Tentatively, he reached up, feeling a mass of gauze at his forehead. Even the slightest pressure on the bandage made Cayce wince, sending bright tendrils of pain spiraling inward.

A nurse came in, stared down. When their eyes met, she smiled. “Can you hear me?”

Cayce moved his tongue around in his mouth but couldn’t get it to wrap around any words. He nodded, staring plaintively up at the nurse’s moon face, ringed with dark-blonde hair. He recognized her as a girl he’d known in junior high school. Debbie something.

The nurse touched his shoulder. “You don’t need to say anything right now. I’m going to go get the doctor.”

And Cayce slept once more.

A rainswept landscape, thunder and lightning. So cold. His clothes cling, hair plastered to his head, dripping down his neck.

Ahead of him, a hill, and at its top, Luke.

He tries to run to him, but every step he takes seems to make the hill recede farther into the distance.

And then he was awake once more. A different nurse, or perhaps an aide, looked down. This one was an older woman whose skin had seen far too much sun. Even now it had a rich bronze hue and was the texture of distressed leather. Her hair was frosted, bubble cut. Her brown eyes seemed larger under the thick lenses she wore.

“Honey? Can you hear me?”

“Yeah.” It hurt his chest to speak. “Where’s Luke?”

“Who, honey?”

The woman’s voice was raspy, telling a history of too many cigarettes. Cayce suddenly had a vision of the woman at home, lying out in a floral print bikini too young for her in the tiny backyard of a white aluminum-sided house. There was a little redwood table next to her yellow vinyl lounge, and on top of it was a bottle of Budweiser, beaded with condensation, a black portable radio playing Shania Twain, and a ceramic ashtray, overflowing with Newport butts.

“Luke, my son.”

The woman bit into her lip and then smiled. “I’m not sure right now, hon, but he’s okay. I’ve seen him in here with his grandma.” Her voice was gravelly, deep as a man’s.

Cayce glanced out the window. The day was cloudy. He must have been on a high floor, because all he could see was a milky white sky and the tree-covered hills of West Virginia. “Why am I in the hospital?”

The aide busied herself for a moment, checking Cayce’s IV. She glanced out the window, then looked back to Cayce. “You took a pretty nasty blow to the head. Looks like a tree branch caught you right in the forehead. Concussion, I guess. Nasty. You’ve been out for quite a while, honey.”

“What are you talking about?” Cayce felt panicky, his heart starting to race. The woman’s words were so simple. Concussion? How was he having glimpses into this woman’s personal life and yet had no recollection of his own? “You’re kidding me, right?”

“No, sweetheart. It happened. Yesterday afternoon. You made the paper.” The aide, whose badge said her name was Wilda Carr, smiled at Cayce when she told him this, as if Cayce had accomplished some sort of feat. She fussed with Cayce’s blanket, pulling it up tighter around his chin.

Yesterday afternoon? Where had the intervening time gone? Cayce felt too tired to wonder. Suddenly, all he wanted to do was sleep. His eyelids felt heavy, burning, and it seemed like it would take all his effort to just lift his hand to stifle a yawn.

But what awaited him on the other side of consciousness?

And where was Luke?

Cayce forced himself up on his elbows. “Wilda, I really need to know about my little boy. Can I call my mom?”

Wilda wasn’t sure what to say, and Cayce knew it. Wilda wanted to get home, because tonight she was planning on meeting up with a guy named Lorenzo, who was all of twenty-six and supposed to be dating her daughter.

How? Why am I thinking these things?

Wilda smiled—falsely, Cayce was sure. “Let me see if I can find the doctor, hon. Then we can see about makin’ that phone call.”

And even though Cayce was certain Wilda had not spoken out loud, he heard the woman’s raspy voice as she left the room. “Damn that guy. Why couldn’t he have waited until my shift ended?”

*

“You were lucky you weren’t killed.” The doctor brushed away a strand of hair from Cayce’s forehead and fussed with his blanket, tucking it in at the sides. “That oak branch was heavy. We were worried there’d be serious damage. When they brought you in, the ER folks weren’t sure you were going to make it.” The doctor, a man who couldn’t have been much older than Cayce himself, smiled down. “But here you are. Twenty-four hours and some change later and you seem in pretty good shape. Blood pressure’s low, your heart rate is good, and other than a nasty gash on your forehead, you don’t look too shabby. We’ll want to run a few tests—EEG, brain scan—just to make sure everything’s functioning okay up here.” The doctor tapped his forehead. “But I’m not foreseeing any problems. I mean, you’re looking more bright-eyed every minute.” He grinned. “I guess you should count your blessings it was the tree the lightning struck and not you.”

The doctor’s words, which should have been reassuring, weren’t. They caused a kind of queasy panic to rise up in Cayce. He couldn’t recall much of the previous day at all. Certainly not being outside when a tree branch, freed by lightning from its connection to a trunk, had fallen on his head. How in the hell… Even when he used to drink—more than his share, at times—he had never experienced a blank space as some of his friends did, unable to remember how they got home or how they wound up in bed with a strange guy.

But that’s what he had. A blank space. The last thing Cayce could remember was making supper in the kitchen.

And looking for Luke…

“My son. Do you know…?”

“Luke is fine. Your mom and dad brought him in last night. Smart little boy.”

Cayce closed his eyes with relief. There was something nagging him about Luke. Something awry. But it seemed like everything was okay with him. He shook his head. “You know, I can’t remember any of this. I mean, wouldn’t you think that when a person gets hurt like I did, they’d remember? I mean, how exciting.” Cayce laughed. “And we get so little excitement here in Fawcettville.”

The doctor shook his head, unsure how to take Cayce, and then allowed himself a laugh. “Yeah, I think you’re going to recover just fine.” The doctor put his hand to Cayce’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

He lives alone. He’s gay too. He’s only been in Fawcettville since the spring, and he knows hardly anyone. There was someone. Roger? Peter? Things hadn’t worked out. Poor thing. He’s about to find out fast this town’s no place for a young gay man, even if he is on the run from a broken heart. There are so few of us here. At least for now, he occupies most of his time watching CNN and sports on TV…when he’s not at the hospital. Cayce glanced up at the doctor’s dark-complexioned face.

He met Cayce’s gaze, smiling. “I’m Carlos Soto, by the way.” He took one of Cayce’s hands in his own and squeezed. “I’ve been looking after you since they brought you into emergency yesterday.”

Gingerly, Cayce felt the gauze mounded on his forehead, the adhesive tape. Underneath the throbbing pain there was a tightness. Stitches? “How long will I have this?”

“A couple more days. I’ll write you a prescription for pain. The stitches can come out in about a week. I’m sorry to say you’re going to have a nasty scar. You might want to think about getting some plastic surgery down the road.”

“Or getting some bangs.”

Carlos Soto chuckled. “That would be the economical alternative.”

“And that’s the kind of alternative I’m always in the market for.”

“What kind of work do you do?”

“I wait tables at this shithole’s most fabulous diner.”

Carlos nodded. “Then you’ll need to be getting back on your feet pronto.”

Cayce stretched. “Yeah. I can hardly wait.” He chuckled, feeling a little more energy.

Cayce looked up into the face of the doctor and felt something akin to warmth. There was a kind of strength to his dark features that Cayce liked and, for no good reason except what he would call intuition, immediately trusted. Carlos’s dark hair was cut short, shaved on the sides and sticking up on top. It gave him a childish look that made Cayce wonder if it took away some of his authority with older patients. His face was round, and he had eyes so dark Cayce could hardly distinguish the pupils from the irises. “You’re not from here, are you?”

“What gave me away?”

Cayce thought of saying he just knew but realized how stupid that would sound. He didn’t even understand it himself. “We don’t get many Hispanic people in Fawcettville. Pretty much German or English, bland salt-of-the-earth types.”

“And I’m a Mexican spitfire.”

Cayce blushed. “Well, no, I didn’t mean…”

“It’s okay. I’m kidding. My family’s originally from Cuba, but I grew up in Miami. Coral Gables, actually.” Carlos glanced down at his watch. “Listen, I have rounds to make, but I’ll check in on you in the morning. Okay? We should probably be able to release you then. Anything I can get you?”

“I’d love to see Luke.”

“I’m sure he’ll be in soon.” Carlos tapped his watch. “Visiting hours’ll start in about an hour. Anything else?”

“How ’bout a paper? I hear I’m a celebrity.”

“Oh, I think I can have one of the aides bring you a Review. I’m pretty sure you’re on the front page: ‘Local Man Survives Head Trauma in Storm.’ I guess that’s big news for Fawcettville.”

Cayce shrugged. “It’s big news to me, anyway.”

Cayce watched as the doctor left his room. He felt a funny mixture of anticipation and consternation. He wished he hadn’t asked for the newspaper. He couldn’t quite understand why, but there was an element of dread in its imminent arrival.

And that was bad. “Stop it, now,” he whispered. Maybe he just realized it wouldn’t be the world’s most pleasant experience, reading about how he had been taken down in the first round by the branch of an oak tree.

But that wasn’t it. Cayce turned to look out the window at the milky sky and waited for the newspaper, knowing it was about to bring him something a lot more jarring than news of his own accident.

But he had no idea where the knowledge came from and why it was causing his stomach to churn.

*

The Fawcettville newspaper was nothing much. It never had been—reporting on the lives of some 15,000 citizens filled usually no more than twenty or thirty pages. The national news occupied the front page and maybe continued on to the second. The remainder was taken up by advertising, editorials about such things as high school activities and earth-shattering decisions like whether local merchants should continue to stay open late on Thursday nights, and reporting who had gotten married, divorced, arrested, been involved in automobile accidents, or admitted to the emergency room of Fawcettville City Hospital. There was a comics page and a crossword puzzle, sometimes a syndicated movie review. If someone wanted something meatier, they purchased the Pittsburgh paper.
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