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        Hours earlier, I had played a harmless game of checkers against my youngest sister, but as I drove my car past the picture window I saw the hand holding the gun, and all that I stood for, all that I believed in, all that I ever was drizzled forever out of my mind, and I became a killing machine bent on the justice of revenge.

        I resumed cruising speed and parked down the block so as not to attract attention. I noticed neither the trees nor the blowing snow as I walked back up the street to the house of the best friends I ever had. I walked with my hands in my pockets, not looking to either side. I topped the steps to the front door and stood looking at its blank face. The picture window was at my right. I didn’t look at it. I took my left hand out of my pocket and rapped loudly on the door. Then I replaced my hand in my pocket. I could imagine the conversation taking place on the other side of the picture window, in the living room.

        “See who that is and get rid of them,” the gunman would snap harshly at either Reuben or Kent, waving the gun for emphasis. I had brought along my Christmas present from my brother as a novelty item, a conversation piece. Its cool, smooth surface felt good in my right hand. I tightened my grip on it. Several days had elapsed since Christmas, and I had been practicing. I could operate my present with considerable speed, now, and I had a feeling that practice was about to pay off.

        The front door creaked open, and Reuben was standing in front of me. His face was blank, but his eyes told of fear and anxiety.

        “Oh, hello, Dex. I’m sorry, but⁠—”

        “Hi, Rube,” I said, pushing past him into the game room. I was a single-minded killing machine. The living room was through a doorway to my right. I could see no one in it. I took off my shoes, but not my coat. I never took my hands out of my pockets.

        “I just dropped by to show you guys this really neat thing I got for Christmas,” I continued, leaving Reuben at the door and walking to the living room. I stood in the doorway and observed the situation. Mr. and Mrs. Evan Dixon sat on the couch to the right of the door, under the picture window. Along the wall to my left were two chairs. Kent sat in one of them, staring glumly into the twinkling lights of the Christmas tree which stood in the far corner of the room. To the left of the tree were a free-standing stereo and two haphazard stacks of albums. To the right of the tree was a color television set, dark and silent. To the right of the television set was the fully-closed door to Evan and Lynn Dixon’s bedroom, directly opposite the room from the doorway in which I was standing. In that doorway stood the anonymous gunman. He no longer held the gun in sight; he, too, stood with his hands in his coat pockets. The gun made a lump in the pocket with his right hand.

        A small sobbing noise issued from behind the closed door to the bedroom. Kent started from his seat, then returned when the gunman settled a steely stare on him. I looked at Evan, and his eyes told me all that I needed to know. Reuben returned from the living room and stood for a long time staring into the face of the gunman. Finally he sat down in the chair next to Kent.

        I pretended not to notice any of those things. I took a pen from my left coat pocket.

        “You see, it works like this—oops,” I dropped the pen on the floor near the feet of the gunman. I bent down to pick it up. The gunman had had enough. Out of the corner of my eye I watched him. As I was bending to pick up the pen, he took his right hand from his pocket and raised the gun over his head. Suddenly he brought it down, trying to hit me in the back of the head. I smiled to myself.

        Nimbly, almost lazily, I caught his wrist mid-swing with my left hand. My right hand took my Christmas present from my right coat pocket and smoothly operated it. I jabbed with my right hand, and plunged the butterfly knife to the handle into the gunman’s abdomen, just below his ribcage. The gun fell from his hand and bounced along the floor to Reuben’s feet. The gunman moved his mouth, but no sound came out. I pulled my knife from his abdomen and slashed at his throat, neatly severing his jugular. Blood spurted out onto the carpet.

        “Oh, Dexter,” Lynn said, barely audible.

        The gunman’s eyes fluttered, and he toppled over into the lap of Evan. For the first time I noticed a huge purple bruise on Evan’s right temple. Evan rose to a standing position, easily lifted the gunman over his head, and hurled him across the room, where he collided with the Christmas tree and fell to the floor, not moving. Reuben picked the gun up from his feet and shot the gunman in the head. Lynn Dixon still sat where she was, her eyes glazed with shock. Evan swayed a little and fell back into his seat, holding a hand to his temple.

        Again came a small cry from the bedroom, and I took a step and kicked the center of the door. It fell away from its splintered frame and almost reached to the bed inside. Another man, unknown to me, was lowering himself to the trim body of Corey Dixon. I leapt onto the door and swung the butterfly, digging its blade between the ribs in the man’s broad bare back. I raised the knife for another stab, and from the darkness between the bed and the opposite wall a flash of light appeared. In the brief flash I saw the blood-stained gold and silver of my butterfly knife. It looked mean. Then I heard the sound of the shot and the impact, of the bullet smashing into the wall next to the splintered door frame behind me. I swung the knife again, feeling an unmistakable pleasure as the blade cut through the man’s backbone. Another flash, and this time the bullet grazed my left arm before burying itself in the wall.

        Suddenly someone snapped the light on, and the room was filled with the soft glow of the overhead lights. Corey started screaming and squirming, trying to get the dying man off her. A shot rang out from behind me, and the gunman fell backward against a dresser, clutching his chest. I rolled the man off Corey onto the floor and severed his jugular. Then I leapt over Corey onto the other side of the bed, and stepped down onto the floor in front of the final intruder. He looked up at me and tried to say something, but couldn’t get enough wind to form the words. With all the strength I had left, I swung the blade at the man. He toppled backward onto the floor, my butterfly knife buried squarely in the center of his forehead.

        A silence fell over the house.
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      “Well, are you coming in, or what?” Evan Dixon said to me.

      I blinked at him, resisting the urge to shake my head to clear it. I was standing on the small wooden porch at the Dixon’s front door, and he was standing with the door open, waiting for me. “Um,” I said, “yeah.” Despite myself, I gave my head a quick shake before I stepped forward into the darkened front room of the Dixon’s house, which they called the “game room.” The warmth inside made me realize how cold the nights had become with the arrival of December, and the leftover odors of a cooked dinner gave rise to memories that I immediately turned away from.

      In the corner to my right stood a Christmas tree, its sparse branches trimmed but unlit, its silver garland twinkling in the dim light from the corner windows, which had their curtains drawn. Ahead of me in the darkened room was the Dixons’ dining table, with the even darker kitchen behind it. A hallway to the left led off to the bedrooms of the Dixon children. Although Reuben and Kent were adults now and in college, they still maintained their rooms in their parents’ house. Kent attended the nearby State University of New York at Alfred, and he lived at home instead of in a dormitory to save money. Reuben was a senior and had a room in a dorm at a different college in the State University system up north, but he returned home on holidays and some weekends, in addition to the time between semesters. On the far right corner of the game room was an archway to the living room, where the lights were on and I could from this vantage point see Lynn Dixon’s feet where she was sitting in her usual spot on the couch against the wall around the corner out of view to the right. A darkened Christmas stood against the far right wall of the game room between the archway to the living room and the window.

      “We’ve been expecting you, since it’s your first holidays since the accident and all,” Evan said, closing the door behind me. He looked up at me with a curious grin. “But your grandmother’s been there with you, hasn’t she? And she’s still there?”

      “Grandma Smith, right,” I said. “I keep telling her it’s okay if she goes home, but she’s still there.”

      “Yep,” Evan said, smiling now. “We thought you might be by tonight, but when the sun went down we started to wonder.”

      I wasn’t wearing a watch, and I hadn’t been paying attention to the time. “I was out walking around. I guess I lost track of time after the sun went down,” I said. “Is it too late to visit?”

      Evan was already leading the way back to the living room and he chuckled at me, turning his head at me only slightly. “Oh, you know us,” he said. “We’re always up late.”

      I paused to slip off my shoes and leave them at the side of their front door, then followed across the creaky floorboards of the little-used and drafty front room to the living room. At the archway, I paused to survey the scene. I felt my face crack into a meek grin, and I tried hard not to look too hopeful as I looked around at the people inside.

      Evan had resumed his seat at the far end of the couch on the right, on the other side of Lynn. She had an embroidery hoop in her lap, and she looked up at me with a sympathetic smile and nodded at me as I stepped into the archway, but quickly returned her attention to the intricate needlework without waiting for me to return the gesture. As Evan settled into the seat he pulled a lever on the side of the couch and extended a footstool support under his feet. Looking up at me, he said gestured to my left and said, “Have a seat.”

      Stepping into the archway, I looked in the direction to my left where he was pointing. That end of the living room had a loveseat couch against the wall to my left, followed by a wooden end table and a wingback chair in the corner on the other side of that. In the far corner was a chair with tan velour upholstery, with another end table between it and the chair at the end of the near wall. Another wooden end table sat between the far chairs, with a brass lamp on it. The opposite wall had a big television on an entertainment center whose shelves were filled with an array of electronic gadgets including a receiver for their satellite dish and several components, most of which had lighted gauges with fluctuating needles or lamps of various shades of amber and green on their faces. Directly across from me, partially blocked by Evan’s extended feet, was the closed door to Evan and Lynn’s bedroom.

      Corey Dixon sat on the near side of the loveseat, watching whatever was on the television, as was Evan. Kent, my former classmate, sat in the chair in the opposite corner of the room, reading a paperback book he had open, leaning on the arm of the chair to hold the book under the light. Kent’s older brother Reuben, who had just turned 21 years old, sat in the chair at the end of the loveseat. He appeared to have been conversing with his father and mother when I’d arrived, and now he gave me a look of disgust. From the opposite corner, Kent, who was my age, 18, but would be having a birthday in a couple months, looked up at me and gave me a nod. We had been very good friends while we were in school together, but I had the feeling that my constant visits now were making him sick of me. Corey, who was seventeen and a senior in the high school across the street, where Kent and I had graduated the previous spring, looked up and gave me a meek smile, then looked around at the room and, seeming to realize that the only empty seat was the one at the other end of the loveseat, shifted herself to make sure she wasn’t blocking me—or that I wouldn’t touch her, maybe.

      I gave everyone a nod and a smile, then moved to sit on the other end of the loveseat, holding my journal notebook in my lap.

      As I did, Reuben heaved a theatrical sigh and stood up from the chair. “I guess I’m going to my room,” he announced, seemingly to no one in particular.

      Without making eye contact, I moved aside to let him pass, but I kept my attention on the end of the loveseat, as though I didn’t realize that I could sit in the chair that Reuben was vacating. After Reuben passed, I eased myself onto the loveseat and looked up. My chest felt light as I wondered if someone was going to point out that I didn’t have to sit so close to Corey, but no one did.

      As Reuben exited the room, Kent, who had barely looked up in the first place, went back to reading, Evan and Corey returned their attention to whatever was on the television, and Lynn looked back and forth from the craft in her lap to the television.

      Everyone except Reuben acted completely nonchalant, but I felt totally out of place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        There is a threshold there, in the dark recesses of the human mind. A doorway to vengeance. Every day we go home from our jobs and watch the news at six. Every day the news programs tell us of murder, arson, rape, kidnapping, torture, molestations, and a host of other violent crimes. Every day we see people, male and female human beings, being used, misused, abused, and hurt.

        And every day we are pushed closer to the threshold.

        Many of us never reach that threshold. Some of us reach the threshold early, and spend the rest of our lives being abusers ourselves. Some people reach the threshold and devote the rest of their lives to preventing further violence. Some people are pushed, by some terrible act of violence, completely through the threshold into the world of vigilantism, where they turn violence against the violent, knives against the knifers, guns against the gunmen. These vigilantes, in their quest to make those who live by the sword die by the sword, are often put away by those they seek to protect. They become double victims of the society they are involuntarily a member of.

        The threshold plays an important part in the everyday affairs of the world. Yet few people are more than dimly aware of its existence.
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      When I left the Dixons’ house, I turned left and walked north up School Street, the direction which would have taken me home, given enough turns in the right direction. I was doing it in case they were watching, though. I wasn’t taking the turns to go home, though, at least not right away.

      Over the several months, I’d come to enjoy spending most evenings with the Dixons. Passing the time with them, watching whatever weird shows they had found on their satellite dish and listening to their family banter, was much better than spending my time alone, driving myself crazy with all the things I’d never be able to change, or with Marcella, who probably meant well, but mainly just reminded me of them.

      When the Dixons got tired and headed off to bed, however, that’s not what I was ready for. I knew from experience that going to bed wouldn’t lead me to sleep, it would lead me to staring at the ceiling, terrible thoughts swirling in my head, sometimes complete with horrible visions in the darkness above me.

      No, I needed to stay up, stay occupied, stay moving. When they went to bed, though it was the middle of the night, it was time for me to walk around.

      But I also didn’t want to talk about it.

      I turned left on Friendship, which was a nice, residential street. Partly paved with brick, it was perhaps the fanciest street in the small town. Bolivar, New York, however, was a tiny town far out in the western part of the state, in the rolling, wooded hills along the Pennsylvania border. A hundred years earlier, it had been at the forefront of the regional oil boom, the first in the world. The wealth had been sudden and immense, and for a few short years, the town had had the highest per capita wealth in the United States. A hundred years is a long time, though, and even the husk of that prestige and wealth had dried up generations earlier. What was left was a small town, steeped in poverty, with a rich heritage few could even imagine.

      The houses at this end of Friendship seemed likely to have been built here because of the proximity to the central school. They were well-kept and stately, even in the light of day but especially at night. That aura fell away rapidly, though. As I got close to Main Street, the houses were older, with harder lives reflected in their sagging porches and cracked driveways.

      As I approached Main Street, I saw the lights on upstairs at the office of the Bolivar Breeze, the local daily newspaper. I knew that the editorial offices were upstairs, so someone was probably working on a big story for the morning. The printing machines were downstairs. Though I could see no light there now, the floor would come to life in a few hours as the morning crew began printing the day’s edition. I wondered what big story they might be working on. In my years growing up in the city, though, I could only remember one big story in the Bolivar Breeze, and I didn’t want to think of that one.

      At Main Street I glanced to the right, where the town’s one traffic light was at the intersection of Main and Wellsville Street, one street over. That direction was where my house was, but I wasn’t going there tonight.

      Instead I turned left, heading south. Jamming my hands into my pockets and pulling my arms tight to my sides, I walked briskly past the closed shops and the open bars. I had my collar turned up and I kept my head down. It was a small town, and I was sure that people knew I made these walks, but I didn’t want to attract attention. I didn’t want to talk about it.

      If anyone ever asked, I was going out to the Truck Stop to sit in a booth and write. That was true, as far as it went.

      It wasn’t the whole truth, but I didn’t want to admit that, not even to myself.

      Instead, I just kept putting one foot in front of the other.

      I passed the library and the grocery store, the fire department and the theater. At the south end of town, Main Street curved to the west past Glintz’s convenience store, the businesses thinned out, and the streetlights got farther apart. I kept walking.

      As the road headed to the edge of town, I passed the Schaffner Funeral Home, and as I did I looked at it as though I wasn’t afraid. It was weird. I didn’t want to forget it. I didn’t want to let it slip into the past or fade from memory.

      But I didn’t want to dwell on it, either.

      Not far past the funeral home, the sidewalk ended, and I walked on the side of the road. The Truck Stop would be across the street on the right, but I always stayed on the south side of the road here.

      The woods got closer and the houses by the road got farther apart, and on bigger lots, as I approached the end of town. As the sign announcing the town limit came into view on the right, I reached Maple Lawn Cemetery on the left. Here, a wrought-iron fence enclosed a vast space of tended grounds and tombstones reaching far back out of sight into the woods, into the darkness. My gait slowed as I passed, and my eyes probed the darkness. It was too dark to see the newest raised mounds of dirt, however, and as I passed the stone archway over the driveway that led back into the grounds, I resisted the urge to take a few steps toward the back to try to be able to see them.

      Not this night, anyway

      This night, I kept my feet moving. The wrought-iron fence kept scrolling past. And in a couple minutes, the cemetery and the town were behind me.

      My destination was only a couple hundred yards ahead across the street. There, just past Foreman Hollow, was the sprawling lot of what was officially named “Joe’s Truck Stop,” but all the locals just called “the Truck Stop.” The road had become State Route 417, over which a steady flow of commercial trucks moved goods along the southern tier of New York State. The Truck Stop was a popular stop for the truck drivers, with its diesel fuel pumps, big gravel lot, and 24-hour restaurant.

      Its location had made it popular with me, too. All in all, it was only about a mile from home.
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        I pulled my knife from the dead man’s forehead and cut the ropes which held Corey’s hands and feet to the four bedposts. She wrapped a bloody sheet around herself. Reuben still stood in the doorway holding the smoking gun. He stepped into the room. One by one, everyone else followed. Lynn was the first to speak.

        “Corey—did they—” She couldn’t finish. Corey looked away. She was the center of attention. Despite the bloody sheet she was wearing, despite her tear-streaked cheeks, despite the nasty bruise under her right eye, she was very, very attractive, and I was not a bit sorry for killing her assailants.

        “No. They tried, but they—Dexter stopped them before—” Everyone sighed and Lynn stepped forward and hugged her daughter tightly.

        “Well,” began Evan, “I guess I’d better call the police.”

        “Wait, Dad,” Kent said. Then he pointed at Corey. “They didn’t rape her, so,” he pointed at me. “He’s in a lot of trouble.” Evan Dixon put down the phone. I was still changing from a single-minded killing machine back to a regular person, so I wasn’t much interested in their conversation. I cleaned the blade of my butterfly on the jacket of the man I’d stabbed in the forehead, and they continued.

        “How do you mean?” Evan asked.

        “He killed three men, in our house, for attempted rape. That’s vigilante action; and that’s illegal.”

        “I don’t believe it,” Evan said.

        “But they tried to rape me,” Corey broke in. “If Dexter hadn’t come along⁠—”

        “It doesn’t matter,” Reuben said, entering the conversation. “If you had killed them, it would have been self-defense. But you didn’t; Dexter did. Under the law he’s a vigilante and prosecutable for murder.”

        “You mean to tell me that Dexter can be prosecuted for preventing a rape?” Lynn asked.

        “No,” Kent said, “not for preventing a rape, for murder. He didn’t have to kill them to keep them from raping Corey.”

        “If he hadn’t killed them, they’d have tried to kill us,” Lynn said. “They wouldn’t just stop and go home.”

        “I’m glad he did what he did, and you’re glad he did what he did, but do you want to trust a jury to be glad?”

        Everyone fell silent. I was back to a regular person, and we all knew Kent was right. I hadn’t had to kill those men, and I would never be able to explain why I had to a jury. Hell, I wasn’t sure why myself.
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      “So,” Evan said to me from his chair, his voice with its characteristic gravel, “Have you come to your senses yet? Are you ready to join Kent and the rest of your friends at college?” He was smiling, but he was serious.

      Kent, without looking up, shifted in his seat uncomfortably.

      “It’s too late, isn’t it?” I said.

      “Oh, no,” Evan said. “You could go over there and they’ll sign you up same day.”

      “The same day?” I said, sorry I hadn’t just told him no. “But I haven’t even applied.”

      “You won’t have to apply, especially with your grades,” Evan said. “You just go down and register and they let you in.” He was smiling bigger, sensing that this time I might actually go for it. “We can drive you over there on Monday.”

      “You don’t mean for this semester, do you?” Kent asked without looking up. “There’s only a week left.”

      I felt a bit of relief at his words, expecting them to give me some cover. “Only a week left?” I said. “That’s finals, right? And before Christmas?” I shook my head. “Even if I wanted to, the people I’d need to talk to are probably already on vacation.”

      Evan was shaking his head. “Students come and go during final week,” he said, “but the administration people are still there working every day, at least until next week, and most of them until Christmas. I have to work, but Lynn can take you there Monday morning.” He beamed a smile at me again. “What time should she pick you up?”

      “Monday morning?” I said, taken aback. “I don’t know about that. I—I haven’t⁠—”

      Lynn looked up at me, then over at Evan with a scolding expression. “Don’t badger him,” she said. “It won’t do him any good to go before he’s ready.” She glanced at me with another sympathetic smile, then returned her attention to the craft in her lap. “He needs time to get back on his feet.”

      Her sympathy seemed a little condescending, which I didn’t exactly like, but I did appreciate that she was on my side in this. Kind of, anyway.

      Kent shook his head as though he was tired of talking about and went back to his book.

      “If he waits much longer,” Evan said, “he won’t be able to get in before Corey goes.”

      Corey made a face at this, as though she had just thought of it. She glanced sheepishly in my direction, then turned back to the television with a shudder.

      I wasn’t aware that the notion had put a silly grin on my own face until Lynn looked up at me and shook her head with a wry smile.

      “We don’t even know that Corey is going there,” Lynn said, “but what difference would it make if they went there together? There isn’t really any rush.”

      Evan groaned, seeming to sense that what he wanted was slipping away again.

      “No, there isn’t really a rush,” I said. “After all, I did hit the lottery.”
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        “So,” Evan said, “does anybody have any ideas what to do, if we can’t call the cops?” We were all silent for a while. Corey started to get off the bed, then thought better of it and stayed where she was. Lynn opened her mouth as if to say something, then closed it. After a moment she opened it again.

        “We can’t just leave them here,” she said. “We have to do something. I mean, we can’t just⁠—”
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