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PUBLISHER’S NOTE:

At the end of this book of approximately 42,493 words, you will find a Special Sneak Preview of FORGIVE ME, ALEX by Lane Diamond, the critically acclaimed, award-winning first book in the “Tony Hooper” series of psychological thrillers. We think you’ll enjoy this book, too, and provide this preview as a FREE extra service, which you should in no way consider a part of the price you paid for this book. We hope you will both appreciate and enjoy the opportunity. Thank you.
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eBook License Notes:
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You may not use, reproduce or transmit in any manner, any part of this book without written permission. This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only; it may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, please return to your eBook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
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Disclaimer:

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, or the author has used them fictitiously.
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What Others Are Saying About Forgive Me, Alex​
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“This story affords us a look into the mind of a serial killer and the tremendous strength of writing in this book makes that a terrifying experience. The writing is exceptional in that it propelled me into the story and into the minds of the main characters as well as keeping me totally fixated on the story. The suspense and tension is this story is very palpable and I found myself thinking about this story long after I had finished. The main characters of Tony and Mitchell are painted with such fine precision and depth I could almost feel their presence while reading. The character of Frank Willow the adopted Grandfather of Tony and Alex is a richly defined character who contributes a great deal of emotion and compassion to the story. The other characters in this story are all unique and well defined and successfully contribute to the sentiment, understanding and underlying current of the story.” ~ The Kindle Book Review
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“Diamond does in FORGIVE ME, ALEX what I wish more contemporary authors would do: He brings me right into the story, forcing me to identify with the characters. I didn’t have a choice—I would feel Tony Hooper’s wrath and need for revenge, I would wallow in Mitchell Norton’s desperate inability to ward off his demons. I would cheer for Diana Gregorio’s unbelievable ballsiness in the face of seemingly unbeatable odds. I would weep, shedding actual tears, for Alex Hooper’s childhood.” ~ Anne B. Chaconas
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“With his first novel, Forgive Me, Alex, Lane Diamond has initiated a crime/suspense thriller series that exhibits many of the qualities that put the likes of Lee Child and James Patterson on the bestseller lists.” ~ Lex Allen for Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews
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“Suck a rubber duck if you are not blown away by this dark psychological thriller. In a world where characters are as vital as in The Game of Thrones, the suspense had me on the edge of my seat and holding my breath for everyone involved. Neighboring Huntley, the setting is home to me, making this all the more twisted and real for me. If you love serial killers, red herrings, the thrill of the chase, and unpredictable endings, you are in for a treat. Methodically thorough, this book came together like a well-crafted puzzle. The word choice, though coarse, is meaningful and eloquent. The switching points of view and timelines were plot-driven, not pointless. The narrator made this story come alive. I loved all of the character voices. Well, I loved all of them except one. The author created such a vile creature in the serial killer that by the end of the book, I heard his voice and wanted to throw up. Authors should look to this as a great example of the use of an epilogue and cliffhanger. In short: mind blown.” ~ Raven Reviewer
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“Psychological thrillers are my kind of books! Not only do I write them, but truly enjoy reading one that makes my skin crawl, my nerves skitter with fear and my heart thump a tad louder. This incredible novel by Lane Diamond handed me ALL of that, in spades!” ~ Ashley Fontaine, Author
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“This book is gruesome and emotional right out of the gate. The main character, Tony, goes through some monumental losses throughout the story. These aren’t the kind of losses that you can just blow off as insignificant because Lane’s writing makes you really care about these people and what’s going on. Lane excels in this area of sympathetic characters.” ~ Tim C. Ward, Former Executive Producer for Adventures in Sci-Fi Publishing
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We’re pleased to offer you a Special Sneak Preview at the end of this book, in which you’ll enjoy the first four chapters of Lane Diamond’s FORGIVE ME, ALEX, the critically acclaimed, award-winning first book in the “Tony Hooper” series of psychological thrillers.
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

YOU’LL FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

TONY HOOPER Series at Evolved Publishing
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For every author with a dream.

Don’t know when to start?

Now’s a good time.
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“I think maybe you’ve outdone yourself with this one. Very well written and thought out. Entertaining it its entirety, but you’ve twisted it at the end to bring reality to the reader in a logical way. ...your ending is brilliant. ...you nailed it.” ~ Michael A. Gibbs, Author
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Chapter 1—Day Four

I’ve finally departed the hospital, after three interminable days of scrounging for stale food and water, of struggling to bring to life muscles too long idle. I walk once more through the world about me, though it seems quite larger than I remember. No surprise.

A world occupied by only one does tend to be unnecessarily expansive.

Where is everyone else? No clue, but this strange journey is only beginning.

I started with “Day Four,” Dear Diary, because I didn’t happen upon you, displayed in the window of a gift shop, until today, the fourth day of my adventure, if I may call it that. It seems appropriate that I should keep a record of these events, though I’ve no idea who shall ever read it. Optimism remains essential, I suppose.

Oscar Wilde once quipped, “The basis of optimism is sheer terror.” Fine, I’m terrified; I admit it. Nonetheless, ever the optimist, I shall press on.

My hospital visit was to have been routine. I merely required two immunizations for an overseas trip. Nothing in my history suggested the possibility of an allergic reaction to either of them. In any event, my doctor assured me such occurrences were rare.

Guess that makes me a special individual.

Just minutes after my second shot, a flash of heat seared through my body and set in motion uncontrollable shaking, watering eyes, blurred vision, and limbs that looked as if they’d been slow-roasted over a spit. The world closed in on me. I suffered only moderate pain, and then... blackness.

I awoke three days ago in a hospital bed. My eyes, unresponsive and slow to focus, ignored me at first, unaware of my desperation to see. My ears had abandoned me to utter silence. Dear Lord, I thought, I’ve gone deaf. In my growing desperation, I released a raging scream, which manifested itself as a minor squeak. At least I ruled out the deafness I’d feared, ushering in a great measure of relief. Like a symphony, it was.

Still, not another sound emanated from inside or out. How was that possible? The city had always swarmed in a constant buzz of activity: horns honked, trains rumbled, and voices rose. Yet silence now prevailed.

Pardon my resorting to a tired old cliché, Dear Diary, but it was eerie.

My eyes focused on the light streaming through the window, which hinted at midday. I managed to reach a call button placed near my hand, and although I pressed it over and over and over and over, no one responded.

I tried to get up, the effort of which approximated bench-pressing a bus. My limbs seemed anchored to the bed, though I could see from my propped position that they were free. As I looked around for the first time, I also saw what an awful mess I lay in. The sight of it convinced my brain that I should smell it too, which I then did.

Disgusting! I shall describe it in no more graphic detail than that.

How could the staff have allowed such a thing? Why had they not cleaned me? Or why had they not at least inserted catheters to process my waste?

When I attempted to raise my arm, I discovered that it weighed... oh... maybe two thousand pounds. If my muscles could have spoken, they surely would have said, “What in hell do you want?”

How long had I lain without movement? I had no idea. Even the simple task of lifting my head overwhelmed me, about as simple as dancing the tango with a rhinoceros. I spent a full day just getting to my feet.

For the next couple of days, I cleaned up, gathered my strength, and helped myself to canned foods in the hospital cafeteria. No five-star restaurant, that one.

Today is the first since I awoke in which I’ve walked for more than fifteen minutes at a time. Even so, I must rest often.

Thus, I sit upon the hood of an abandoned taxi, adrift in a veritable sea of ghostly vehicles, calm and waveless, for not a soul swims these once mean streets. There is neither electrical power, nor running water, nor live phone lines, nor any sign of bodily remains. Indeed, I can find no direct sign of life whatsoever.

What dismay! This grand city once teemed with humanity, yet now it lies dead, a silent shell of its former self. The streets, the shops, the skyscrapers, the abandoned vehicles—all of these remain.

Yet I, Lawrence Steven Devane, sit utterly alone.

I have no more than three days’ growth of beard. Therefore, while I may have been unconscious for longer, I must conclude that I’ve been alone for three days or less. Three days!

What could have happened in that short time to cause all the people of this city to vanish? Furthermore, why did it not happen to me? Why did they leave me behind? Does the emptiness continue outside this city?

As I said, Dear Diary, this is merely the beginning. I suffer so many questions, and can only pray that, in time, I’ll discover some answers.

Now, the journey begins.

***
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Day Seven

I bring no good tidings, Dear Diary. Alas, I’ve had little need of you during the two previous and insanely uneventful days. The world offers fewer wonders—no person greets, no bird sings, no insect annoys. I alone remain to walk among the many edifices and artifacts once imagined, constructed, and utilized by humanity.

What is their utility now?

I call out often, yell at the top of my lungs in the hopes that someone will hear me and respond. Oh, what a thrill it would be, if only a dog barked and ran to me.

Nothing! Now I’m hoarse on top of everything else, though it hardly seems to matter. I’ll not be carrying on a conversation anytime soon, at least with anyone besides you, Dear Diary... and myself.

“How are you doing today, Lawrence?”

“Well, Lawrence, I’m just dandy as a lion.”

“I’m so happy to hear that, Lawrence.”

“Thank you, Lawrence, and I hope all is well with you too.”

All right, so maybe it isn’t quite that bad, but I don’t mind admitting that I speak to myself often. The sound of my own voice soothes me, keeps my nerves in check.

What do you suppose that says about me? Bah! What does it matter?

***
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Day Fourteen

Dear Diary, one week has passed since last we spoke, during which time I’ve toiled for some sign of continued life. It occurs to me, as I peruse the many stores, that ample food and water exists, enough for a lonely survivor to lead a long, if not full, life. What I’ve not yet pondered is the purpose such a life might propose.

Hmmm, a perfectly preposterous, perniciously predictable, perturbing predicament.

Yet I digress.

I could always read the many great literary works available. They might hold my interest awhile and keep me engaged. Yet ultimately, I must ask the simple question: Why bother? I’m afraid the book club is out of session. No one remains with whom I may discuss the great characters and stories that once fired my imagination. No one remains with whom I may compare incisive essays, scintillating short stories, and pedantic poetry.

No one remains. Period! So what’s the point?

Only the endless, aimless, fruitless search beckons.

I could always dip into the drugs I found while scouring through some of the apartment buildings those first few days. Man, what a treasure trove! Pot, cocaine, pills of every sort, but I didn’t want to carry anything too bulky or heavy. Then I found a bunch of acid blotters. Compact and lightweight, but packing a heavy punch. Perfect.

You might think it stupid, Dear Diary, that I started hunting for drugs, and maybe I was, but that was then, and this is now. Look at this mess. Fourteen days and I haven’t found another living soul. Right about now, snatching those blotters looks like a stroke of pure genius. But....

To tell you the truth, I’m not sure why I’m so pessimistic in my outlook. It’s true I’ve searched for almost two weeks, but one does not go far in such a short time, especially when traveling on foot. I’ve barely scratched the surface. Whatever happened, there must be someone out there... somewhere.

There simply must be.

Yes, I’m feeling better. Thanks, Dear Diary. The adventure continues.

***
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Day Forty-Eight

The towering skyscrapers and menacing toys of man lay well behind me now, the shimmering skeleton of a dead metropolis.

Uh-oh... did I forget to say hello? Hello.

Sorry, but I took a little acid trip yesterday. I think it was yesterday. I needed to escape, you know? I just had to set aside the madness for a while. Can you blame me? Maybe it wasn’t just yesterday. Might have been two or three days. Anyway....

Let’s see. Oh, yes! The manmade monster dwindles into mere memory. Before me stretches a wide-open realm dotted with tidy homes and grand manors—all empty, I’m afraid. I now traverse what we once called “the country.” A blanket of green covers this world, rather delightful after the endless blight of the city.

Overgrown and unkempt, the landscape has suffered weeks of neglect. Still, I feel a bit like the death row inmate after receiving the sudden, sweet, surprising governor’s pardon. The rains, so dreaded in the city behind, here encourage the soul. The lawns, trees, and many flowers breathe mystical scents into the air, refreshing me with recollections of all that was good.

My optimism renews. I feel positively invigorated. I shall press on.

***
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Day Seventy-Seven

Hello again, friend and neighbor, I wish I could tell you that my adventure has finally yielded results.

I cannot.

My mind roils as I cling to hope and expectation, only to find, one day after the next, disappointment greater than in the day before. Only one creature creeps out of the darkness to haunt my nights. I’ve known this stalker before—loneliness, my sole companion on this bizarre expedition.

I now understand that we humans do not suffer solitude well. I long for contact—any contact. I yearn to meet a one-legged, one-armed, one-eyed, elderly gypsy woman who spends every waking minute singing show tunes with a voice like a howler monkey undergoing torture.

Just give me contact!

My dreams of late have been vivid and most welcome, even if I’m not always asleep when they arrive. Daydreaming helps me pass the long and interminable days. My mind often takes a break even as my feet move steadily forward.

I recall much of the world I left behind. I think of my family, of the many friends whose company I’ve enjoyed throughout the years, of the career I had planned out and ahead of me. I clutch to those mental photographs, and burn them into my mind. No matter what happens from this point on, I will never forget them.

Without that lifeline, I would surely drown.

Which is the greatest image of all? That’s easy: Karen, who remains with me always. I see her face, her playful hazel eyes, her subtly hooked nose that she hates and I love. I revel in her tiny ears and soft, scented hair. I swear I can smell the lilac shampoo that lingers in her hair long after she rinses it out, the powder she rubs over much of her body, and the perfume she complains is too expensive, dabbed behind her ears and on her neck.

The memory of this wild and enticing mixture of scents strikes lightning upon the sea of my desire.

She went to Argentina for the summer, to gain experience as a veterinary intern. I was to join her there for two wonderful weeks, thus my need for the immunizations. We’d planned to get lost in our own romantic adventure.

Now, I must wonder if she’s still there. Have the people of Argentina disappeared as well?

Images of our nights together, wrapped in an embrace as if to make one whole of two halves, sustain me. Never before have I known love like that. I can’t imagine that I ever will again.

Sorry, Dear Diary, but I must stop writing. The page is too blurry.

***
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Day One Hundred and Eight

Nearly a month has crawled by since last we spoke. Even now, maintaining this conversation is little more than something to occupy my time. Boredom most pervades this not-so-brave new world. Only the search keeps me going, the stubborn hope that my efforts will reap rewards.

The yearning I feel defies description. The welcome dreams rescue me, offering sanctuary, and I sleep long hours in search of them. What I wouldn’t give for simple interaction: a gentle touch, the sound of another’s voice, a single one of the many human elements I always took for granted, and for which I would now give anything to experience.

I, Lawrence Steven Devane, continue to probe for some faint glimmer of hope, some long-awaited harbinger of success in my quest to conquer this epic loneliness.

I am the new seeker. I see no present indication of the ten thousand points of light that Thomas Wolfe so admiringly proclaimed, though I may now understand what it is to go burning in the night. The flames lick at me as though emanating from my very soul. Borrowing from Wolfe, I too am “burning, burning, burning in the night.”

***
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Day One Hundred and Fifty-Three

Dear Diary, I know we’ve not spoken for some time. Sorry about that. Yet so important were the day’s events, I must relay them to you at once, my faithful companion.

You see, today I happened upon an apple tree ripe with fresh fruit. It conjured long lost memories of home, of my family, of friends with whom I climbed trees as an innocent child. It brought back the days when Mom made apple pie, apple cobbler, apple pancakes and apple-cinnamon muffins.

Lo and behold, I found this apple tree thick—I say thick—with fruit.

I chopped it down!

***
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Day One Hundred and Fifty-Four

Hi again, and listen; I want to apologize for yesterday’s entry. My frustration is getting the best of me.

Well, that and the drugs. Hey, can you blame me? I’m not making excuses here, but give me a break.

For over five months, I’ve tried to make some sense of this whole thing, this monumental waste of time, this exercise in futility. I’m no longer certain of my options.

Seriously, what’s the point?

I’m not even sure why I still write in this damned book. I apologize, Dear Diary, but I just don’t know how much longer I can keep looking. I don’t know how much more fear, frustration and desperation I can tolerate.

I’ll keep you posted, assuming you haven’t already given up all hope, as I have. Does anyone exist besides us? I can only hope they do, and that I’ll find them. We must have faith. We simply must.

***
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Day Five Hundred and Something

Hey there, howdy-do and hello again, friend and neighbor. Long time no see. I’ve tried to remember exactly how long it’s been since we last talked.

Really, I could only guess. Or cheat at chess. Or wear a dress. More or less.

Whew! This conversation has become an awful burden. What can I say, Dear Diary? You’re a dull chap. Besides, this requires some rational thought, and I’m just about running on empty. I can sense my sanity slipping away, flipping away, dripping away. My thoughts are a scrambled mess—one giant thought omelet.

“And would you care for some sanity with your thoughts today, sir?”

“Why, yes indeedaroo.”

“How about some coffee?”

“Outstanding! Put a little whiskey in there for me, would you?”

Yet I digress.

Many things happen now, though mostly in my mind, I should think. Nothing ever truly happens in this dead world. I’ve walked hundreds of miles on this journey to the end of nowhere.

Still there is nothing, the whole nothing, and nothing but the nothing, so help me nothing!

I’m so damned tired. We’ll talk later. Maybe.

***
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Two police officers, called to the scene by the building superintendent, stand over a subdued young man.

“Building Super says he found this kid lying up here on the roof,” Sergeant Miller reports. “What would you say, about twenty-two, twenty-three? College age?”

“Looks about right,” Officer Kitchener says. “We should check him for ID, see if he—”

The young man opens his eyes and mumbles something incoherent.

“What’s that, kid?” Miller bends down closer. “I can’t understand you. Are you hurt?”

“Mountain,” the kid says. “Mountain.... Jump.” He rolls over and grabs a book and pen lying at his side, and drops a piece of paper he’d been clutching in his right hand.

“Whoa, kid,” Miller says, “take it easy. You just lay back and let us help, all right? What do you have here?”

Sergeant Miller picks up the three objects and hands the book and pen to his partner. He rolls the third object over in his hand, and sniffs at it.

“Well, this explains it,” Miller says. “Check out this blotter.” He holds it up for Kitchener to see. “Dumb kid is flying on acid.”

“Man oh man,” Kitchener says. “Hard to believe, isn’t it? Why would kids get into that stuff again?”

“Beats the dickens out of me. I always figured the sixties and seventies were the end of acid. I guess not.”

Kitchener thumbs through the book and says, “Hey, Sarge, this is a diary. Says in the front his name is Lawrence Steven Devane. Must’ve been working on it when he flipped out.”

He pauses to read the last few passages, and whistles. “I gotta tell you, Sarge, this kid is one freaked-out individual. His diary makes no sense at all. More like something out of The Twilight Zone.”

“Yeah, well, no surprise there.”

“At least the kid passed out on the roof. Could’ve found him splattered on the sidewalk.”

“I suppose. You know, I thought diaries were a girl’s thing.” Miller sighs and shakes his head. “Oh well. Just keep a close eye on him while I meet the ambulance.”

“Hey, he’s not going anywhere. Look at him. His brain is fried.”

“Maybe, but we don’t take chances on this job, Rookie. Just watch him.”

“Roger that.”

***
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Day Forever-and-a-Day

Who cares what day it is? When did this adventure start? With the Big Bang, I think.

Man, I’m losing it. I fade in and out of cognizance. I’m fighting it... and getting my ass kicked. Full-blown insanity awaits me just around the bend, no doubt, but I refuse to go down that road.

As I stand upon this mountain peak, I enjoy a certain ease that has escaped me for many a dark day. Indeed, I can barely remember the past few weeks. Or has it been months? I know they occurred, but I can’t make any sense of them or remember what happened.

No matter.

Peace beckons me now, the sultry lover from a distant memory, as if Karen’s eyes are on full-tease setting, and her hooked finger entices me to join her. God, how I long to join her.

As I peer out over the edge, it occurs to me that down is not so far away. The journey, the continued adventure, is so much farther.

I’m too damned tired.

I’ve never known the reason I remained behind after all the others vanished. What the hell difference does it make?

At long, long, long last, I may join them. They are but a single step away.

***
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Officer Kitchener stands at the edge of the roof and looks down to the street twelve stories below, where Sergeant Miller helps unload a gurney from the ambulance.

He sighs and mumbles to himself. “Hurry up, will you? I’m freezing my butt off up here.” He thumbs through the pages of the book they found. “This is some weird shit! I don’t think diaries and LSD go together too well.”

He glances over his shoulder and....

Devane is on his feet, wavering at the edge of the roof twenty feet away. He’s... smiling.

The young cop whispers, “Holy Christ.” He then yells, “Hey, stand still! Do you hear me? Don’t move, Devane. You hear me? Lawrence!”

Devane glances up, but his eyes roll open and closed in slow-motion waves, and his head bobs in time. “Too tired,” he slurs. “Don’t want... be crazy.”

“I’d say that ship has sailed,” Kitchener whispers again, then raises his voice. “Listen, Lawrence, all you have out there is a hundred and thirty feet of nothing—a concrete dead end. You don’t want go there, do you? Please, just take a step back and sit down for me, would you?”
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