

[image: Cover]




[image: ]




Copyright 2021 Mark Allan Gunnells
Join the Crystal Lake community today
on our newsletter and Patreon!

All Rights Reserved

Cover Design:

Ben Baldwin—http://benbaldwin.co.uk/

Interior Layout:

Lori Michelle—www.theauthorsalley.com

Proofread by:

Guy Medley

Tere Fredericks

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.



[image: Front_of_book_welcome_image_(1).png]





[image: ]





[image: ]




To Gabino Iglesias who taught me the value of the hustle.


CHAPTER ONE: 

The Accident

Bernie Wilson cursed softly under his breath. The Walmart had ten different checkout stations but only three of them were currently open, the lines at each stretching back half a dozen long. Bernie gripped the handle of his cart, bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet, a kinetic personification of impatience.

He had half a mind to simply abandon his groceries instead of waiting, but the cupboards were nearly bare at home and he didn’t want to end up like Mother Hubbard. A supply run was not only necessary but imperative. If he had only himself to worry about, he still may have left, but as it was he had his family to consider. He had to take care of them.

Family.

The word brought a rush of warmth to Bernie’s skin, as if his body housed a small furnace somewhere in his gut. Thinking of the love that waited for him at home acted as a balm to soothe his edginess. He took several deep breaths through his nostrils and willed his body to stillness. He had a temper, that had always been one of his greatest weaknesses, but no weakness was so strong it couldn’t be overcome. He’d heard that on TV once, maybe an old episode of Oprah or possibly Dr. Phil. In any case, he recognized it as good advice.

The line inched forward. The cashier, a young woman with the dimensions of a teapot—short and stout—and an unflattering pageboy haircut, seemed the chatty type, engaging each customer in conversation about the weather, the new superhero movie that came out the previous weekend, the sale Walmart had on leaf-blowers, the upcoming Cultural Fair to be held in Greer City Park. Bernie could certainly appreciate good customer service, but when the lines were this long, conversation between cashier and customer should consist of nothing more than, “Good afternoon,” and “Have a nice day.” 

Bernie checked his watch and considered moving to another station. However, neither of the other lines seemed to be progressing any faster, and if he did move then this line was sure to inexplicably speed up. It was one of the unwritten laws of the universe. He scanned the magazine rack next to him, searching for something to occupy his mind and make the wait more bearable. Nothing but trashy tabloids detailing outrageous celebrity behavior, divorces and infidelities, drug addictions and alcohol-fueled brawls. He shook his head and turned away. He didn’t even recognize the majority of the faces that graced the covers. He didn’t keep up with popular culture these days, hadn’t been to a movie in years, and had cancelled his cable subscription some time back. He did occasionally watch old sitcoms from the 1950s on his computer. Leave it to Beaver, Father Knows Best, Ozzie and Harriet, The Donna Reed Show. Wholesome programs that reflected old-fashioned family values.  

Feeling a light tap on his shoulder, Bernie turned to the elderly woman in line behind him. She stood slightly stooped, holding a blue shopping basket which contained a jar of spaghetti sauce and a box of noodles.

“Excuse me,” the woman said. “I only have two items. Would you mind if I jumped ahead of you?”

“Yes, I would mind,” Bernie said and turned his back to her.

Normally he hated being rude, especially to his elders—his mother had raised him better than that—but his tolerance was already stretched thin. He merely wanted to get home, put the groceries away, and have dinner with his family.

He could feel stares of judgment from those nearby at his treatment of the old biddy, but he didn’t care. Truth be told, the people around him were mere shadows. All that mattered were the members of his family, and they counted on him. He wouldn’t let them down. 

Finally, he reached the register and began unloading his groceries onto the conveyor belt. He avoided eye contact with the biddy; she stood uncomfortably close behind him. He refused to feel guilty simply because he put his family ahead of some stranger. He’d been alone for years and thought he was happy, but now that he had a full house, he understood how very empty his life had been before.

“How are you today?” the cashier asked in a perky voice. Her nametag identified her as Kristy, but Bernie thought of her as Teapot.

“Fine,” he said in a curt voice meant to convey he had no interest in idle chitchat.

Teapot didn’t get the hint. “Did you find everything you needed?”

Bernie nodded, fuming inside that she hadn’t yet scanned his first item.

“Do you have any coupons?”

“No,” Bernie said, his voice sharper than intended, but the irritation evident in his tone did the trick and Teapot began scanning.

Unfortunately, she didn’t stop talking.

 “Did you hear about the reward the Barrett girl’s parents are offering?”

“What?” Bernie said, wishing Teapot would move faster, work silently.

“You know, the high school girl who disappeared a couple months back. The police have ruled out her boyfriend as a suspect, so her parents are offering ten thousand dollars to anyone with information about what might have happened to her. It’s like she disappeared into thin air or something. Kinda scary. I won’t walk out to my car alone if it’s already dark when I get off work.”

A noncommittal caveman grunt was Bernie’s only response to this. He took his wallet from his back pocket and pulled out his debit card so he’d have it at the ready. He felt his impatience building again, and as no bagger had come up to the station, he began bagging his own items as Teapot scanned them then placing them back in the cart.

“You’re in a hurry, huh?” the cashier said with a pleasant smile.

“I certainly am,” Bernie said with a less-than-pleasant tone.

Teapot continued to smile, but the corners of her lips twitched and the smile took on a strained quality. He could see in her eyes that he’d hurt her feelings, and he was truly sorry for that, but it was her own fault really.

In silence, she finished scanning his items, gave him the total, and he slid his card into the chip reader. He groaned inwardly as he had to decline getting cash back and confirm the total before being allowed to enter his pin. The display screen read “Authorizing” for what seemed a small eternity before finally changing to “Payment Accepted.”

He immediately began pushing the cart toward the exit. “Don’t you want your receipt?” Teapot called after him.

“Keep it.”

He thought he heard the old biddy mutter the word “Bastard” but he kept on going, passing through the vestibule and out the automatic doors. The day was cool but bright, the sun beating down and reflecting off the cars in the parking lot to dazzle the eye. To his right, a card table had been set up and several Girl Scouts were hawking their cheap cookies. A redhead in ridiculous pigtails turned to him as he exited and started her spiel.

Bernie had to admit the cookies looked appetizing, but he could probably order them online and have them delivered right to his door. Every time he had to go out into the world, he always ended up feeling like being a hermit was the ideal mode of existence. He already worked from home, and now that he had his new family, what was the point of venturing out if he didn’t need to?

These thoughts preoccupied Bernie’s mind as he looked away from the Girl Scouts and quickly rolled his cart out into the crosswalk. Behind him he heard one of the Girl Scouts shout, then the screech of brakes. From his periphery he sensed an oncoming mass, and he glanced to the right just in time to see the grill of the SUV before it made contact.

At first Bernie felt no pain. Only a sense of weightlessness, a rollercoaster-hollowness in his stomach, as he was lifted into the air. The cart rose with him before it descended onto the hood of a Honda in one of the handicapped spaces, smashing the windshield. Bernie landed on the pavement, the back of his head striking the asphalt with enough force that his teeth clamped together and actually sliced through the tip of his tongue. Before he felt the pain in his right leg, he felt the pain in his skull, bright and explosive like the detonation of a bomb. For a moment he thought hail was falling from the cloudless sky, landing all around him, but then he realized it was only dog food from one of the bags that had been in his cart.

The pain flared, bathing his entire body in a white-hot agony, but then it started to fade. As did the light. Curious, he hadn’t realized it was so close to twilight. All around him he heard voices, raised and strident, and though he knew he was the cause of this commotion, he could muster no real sense of urgency.

“Call 911,” someone screamed, and Bernie found himself wondering what the emergency was. Had someone been injured?

Oh yes, of course, I have. I was hit by a car.

The light continued to dim. An eclipse perhaps? Suddenly a face loomed over his, an older man with a balding head and a rather bulbous nose. His eyes were wide and panicked. “Oh my god!” the man said. “You just ran out in front of me, I tried to stop but there wasn’t time. Don’t worry, an ambulance is on the way. You’re going to be alright.”

Bernie understood all the words the man spoke, but he couldn’t quite put them together in a coherent, meaningful way. Who needed an ambulance, and why had no one told him about the eclipse?

The last thought Bernie had before he slipped into unconsciousness was, My family is waiting at home for me. Who will take care of them if I don’t return? 


CHAPTER TWO:

It’s a Boy

Patrick Young wandered through a dark tunnel, lost and cold and blind. Every so often a brief flash of light would reveal images that he recognized but could not connect in any way that made sense to him. A dirty cement floor, a rusted metal bucket, a water-stained ceiling, a single dim bulb behind a wire cage. He didn’t have time to adequately ponder these images because the light flares lasted only seconds and then he was plunged back into utter blackness. Not just an absence of light, but a treatise against the very concept of light. A declaration that light had only ever been a myth, something imagined but not anything real. The darkness was so total, in fact, that he began to doubt he had an actual body, believing that he merely floated in an abyss that had swallowed the world.

And there had once been a world, hadn’t there? And he had been a part of it? Yes, he’d been a young man with a rich life, a sophomore in college with a boyfriend he thought he might love, an interest in impressionist art and Middle Eastern food, a fitness freak who liked to lift weights and go hiking.

Or had all that merely been a dream?

Patrick became aware that he’d made his way out of the dark tunnel only when the light started to hurt his eyes. And not a brief flash of light, but a steady frosty glow shed from the bulb behind the wire cage in the water-stained ceiling.

He no longer doubted the existence of his body, either. He’d never been quite so aware of it, in fact. He lay against a cold hard floor, and pinpoints of pain pricked his flesh all over like pushpins stuck in a map. The worst pain was concentrated in his head, a thunderstorm rumbling behind his eyes. He lifted an arm that felt as if it weighed a ton and touched his left temple. His fingers came away tacky with blood.

Patrick pushed himself up to a sitting position, though it took more effort than he would have imagined. The pinpoints of pain became hammer blows, and the room swam and spun around him. He felt vaguely nauseated and the darkness began to reassert itself. He leaned his back against the wall behind him and took a couple of deep breaths to increase his oxygen levels for a boost of energy. Gradually the darkness receded, like shadows fleeing from the rising sun, and his stomach settled. The aches in his body remained, as did the pounding in his head.

Sitting up seemed all the movement of which he was capable at the moment, so while he rested he scanned his surroundings. A small, windowless room, a perfect square that he’d guess to be about ten feet by ten feet. The floor was gray cement, three of the walls—the one at his back, the one to his left, and the one straight ahead in which a heavy-looking door was centered—were rough stone. The wall to his right was blank white plaster. The room was empty except for two buckets sitting next to him. Leaning forward, even that small motion making him feel faint, he looked inside them. One was empty but with dark stains and a foul smell he didn’t want to contemplate, the other filled with what looked like dry dog food. Roughly midway down the back wall, a water spigot with a wheel-shaped valve.

Reaching up again, he gently probed the wound on his head, a knot the size of a walnut with an inch-long gash just below the hairline. Even though he barely pressed at the knot, it sent lightning bolts of pain ricocheting inside his skull. What the hell had happened to him?

The last thing he clearly remembered was leaving his dorm room for an early morning jog around Furman Lake. He still wore his gray jogging pants, maroon sweatshirt, and Puma sneakers. He’d taken his usual route, down through the rose garden from the main campus before he started the circle past the dining hall and amphitheater, through the woods then around by the clock tower and Frisbee golf course. He could vividly recall coming up to the large parking lot by the bookstore, because he’d noted how few cars there were that morning, but then everything disappeared into that abyss from which he’d only recently escaped.

Had he been in some kind of accident, maybe slipped and banged his head? That might make sense, except this certainly was no hospital room. Bracing his back against the stone, he slowly pressed his way up the wall until he was standing. The nausea returned and he thought for a moment he would have to use one of the buckets, but gradually the queasiness subsided.

He pushed away from the wall and swayed there for a moment. When it became clear he would not be able to stay up under his own strength, he planted one hand against the stones for support. He began to shuffle to the right, and each step felt unsteady, as if the floor beneath him was unstable and rubbery like one of those bouncy houses for children. He closed his eyes to lessen the vertigo and let his hand trailing the wall lead him. At the corner, he turned and followed until the next corner. Only when his fingers moved from rough stone to smooth wood did he open his eyes.

The door was thick, as thick as the wall surely. He grasped the knob and turned, but the door would not budge. Not even remotely. He rammed his shoulder against the wood several times, but even if he had not felt so weak, he doubted it would have made much difference. The door was solid, the lock sturdy.

Patrick slapped an open palm against the door. “Hello,” he called, barely recognizing the husky, quavering voice as his own. “Can anyone hear me? I want out!”

“I don’t think he’s here right now, but even if he was, he wouldn’t let you out.”

Patrick whirled around so quickly he nearly lost his balance and toppled to the floor, leaning heavily on the door to keep upright. He scanned the small square again, sure the voice had come from somewhere in the room.

Which was impossible. The area was small and open, no place for anyone to hide. He was alone.

“What’s your name?” the disembodied voice said again, and now Patrick realized it came not from the room but next to the room. On the other side of the plaster wall.

Patrick made his way over, leaving the security of the door to cut across diagonally. His gate was awkward and unsteady, like that of a newborn calf just learning to walk, but he made it without falling. He placed his forehead against the cool plaster and said, “Is there really someone there?”

“Yes, what is your name?”

“Patrick. What’s yours?”

“Clare. Are you hurt?”

“Yeah. I think I hit my head or something. I don’t really remember. Can you let me out of here?”

A few extended seconds of silence before the reply came. “No, I’m locked in myself.”

The pain clouded Patrick’s mind, making it hard for him to concentrate or think clearly. He even wondered if he were talking to anyone real or if he were experiencing auditory hallucinations. Could head trauma cause such a thing?

“Are you still there?” the girl asked from the other side of the wall.

“I think,” Patrick said and laughed, the sound shrill and brittle. “Where are we?”

“I don’t know. I woke up in here, same as you. I haven’t been outside of this room since.”

“How long have you been with me?” Patrick said then gritted his teeth as if the act of thinking were as strenuous as bench pressing two hundred pounds and tried again. “I mean, how long have you been here?”

“It’s hard to say. I don’t have a watch, and there are no windows here, so it gets hard to keep track of day and night. Like, right now I have no idea if it’s morning, noon, or midnight. As best I can tell, I’ve been here two or three months.”

Patrick turned around so that his back was now against the wall. He let himself sink down until his rear hit the floor. “How did you get here?” he asked, hoping her answer to the question may help him answer it for himself.

“He brought me here. He found me in the park, knocked me unconscious with a baseball bat, and I woke up here.”

Indeed, her words brought a revelatory spark of memory. He’d been jogging through the parking lot toward the bookstore. Behind him he’d heard a car door open and a voice call out, “Hey, son!” He’d turned, but that was where the memory began to break down. There had been a figure there, but he couldn’t make out any details, and the blur of a long cylindrical object rushing toward his face. Could have been a bat, he supposed.

“How old are you?” the girl asked. What had she said her name was? Caitlin, Connie, Clarice . . .

Clare!

“I’m twenty. How about you, Clare?”

“Fifteen. I’m a freshman at Riverside High.”

“That’s in Greer?” Patrick asked, finding that the gears in his brain were moving with a little more ease.

“Yeah. I live just off Highway 14.”

“I go to Furman in Greenville.”

“Greenville, huh? He’s branching out. The lady before you was from Greer like me.”

“The lady before me?”

“Yeah, there was a woman in that room before you. She was already here when I got here.”

“What was her name?”

“Linda,” Clare said, then added, “I think.”

“You think?”

“Well, honestly, she gave me different names on different days, but Linda was the one she gave me most often. I kinda think that was her real one.”

“What happened to her?” Patrick asked, not really wanting to know but feeling like he needed to know.

“I . . . I don’t know. He took her out of here maybe a week ago.”

“Took her out? Was she . . . I mean, had he . . . ?”

“She was still alive at the time,” Clare said. “I don’t know what happened to her after that.”

“Did she fight him?”

Silence stretched out for a moment before Clare answered. “No, by that point there wasn’t much fight left in her.”

Patrick experienced another of those moments where he wanted to avoid asking a question even though he felt the information was vital to his situation. Not yet ready to face the question head-on, he instead asked, “How long had she been here?”

“I don’t know for sure. She wasn’t very clear on the subject; sometimes she said she’d been here forever. If I had to guess, I’d say a long time. Her mind was pretty much gone after everything he did to her.”

He closed his eyes and tried to steady his nerves. He had never been a praying man, didn’t believe in divine intervention or deus ex machinas; he believed only in himself, in his own innate abilities, his strength and intelligence and perseverance. If he hoped to find his way out of the nightmare in which he’d awakened, he had to trust in himself. Which meant not lying to himself, not shying away from things that frightened him. These were the very things he needed to face head-on. It was the only way he could hope to figure a way out of this mess.

“What did he do to her?” Patrick asked, his voice steady and sounding more like his own again.

“Well, obviously I couldn’t see what was going on, but I could hear plenty. Too much. I tried to cover my ears, but it didn’t help. I still hear it in my dreams.”

“Hear what? Tell me what he did to her.”

“He raped her. Repeatedly and violently. Sometimes several times a day. She would scream and cry and a few times she called my name and begged me to help, but none of that was the worst part.”

When she didn’t continue, Patrick was tempted to let it go. Did he really want to know the worst part? No, but what he wanted wasn’t important.

“What was the worst part?”

When Clare spoke, her voice was soft and tremulous. Patrick had to actually place his ear against the wall to hear her better.

“The worst part,” she said after a shaky breath, “was afterwards. The screaming was usually over by then, though sometimes I could still hear Linda whimpering. In the quiet that ensued, I mostly heard what he said to her.”

“Was it vile?”

“No, it was sweet. It was tender. After violating her so brutally, he would tell her how much he loved her, how beautiful she was, how happy she made him, how lucky he was to have her in his life. Like they were a pair of newlyweds or something. It was grotesque.”

The nausea returned, though for different reasons this time. Patrick swallowed it down and pushed forward. The more information he could gather, the better. Knowledge was power, as the cliché purported.

“Clare, I don’t mean to be indelicate, but has he ever done that to you?”

“No, thank God. I think it would run contrary to his delusion.”

“And what delusion is that?”

A creaky, coughing sound came through the wall, and it took a moment for Patrick to realize it was Clare laughing. “He thinks we’re his family. Isn’t that a riot? He seemed to think of Linda as his wife and me as his daughter. Earlier, when he brought you in, he knocked on the door of my cell and said, ‘It’s a boy! Congratulations, you have a new brother.’”

Patrick placed both hands on the wall, his head still leaning against the plaster. “Who is this guy, Clare? Do you have any idea?”

“No. I’d never seen him before that night in the park, and I have no idea what his name is. He told me and Linda to call him Big Daddy. Like in that stupid old play we read in English class, something about a cat on a roof. You know the one I’m talking about?”

“Cat on a Hot Tin Roof by Tennessee Williams,” Patrick said, thinking, Who cares about the title of an old play from some dead closet-case? We have more pressing matters before us.

He knew he was being unfair. Clare was just a kid, and she had been through trauma like most people never had the misfortune to know. In that situation, people clung to anything they could to try to keep their sanity from completely fracturing. He’d learned as much in his Psych courses. He’d also learned that in such situations, people had a tendency to lose themselves in their own minds so they didn’t have to face the horrors happening to them. That was dangerous, a trap he couldn’t allow either one of them to fall into, not if they wanted to get out of here alive.

“Clare,” he said, making his voice firm, “I have a motto that’s gotten me though life thus far, and I want to share it with you now. I want you to adopt it and make it your own, okay?”

“What is it?”

“No giving up. Pretty simple, I know, but I want you to say it. No giving up.”

“No giving up.” She sounded uncertain, but at least she’d said it and that was enough for now.

“That’s good. No giving up. You just keep repeating that, in your head and out loud. No giving up.”

“No giving up,” she said again, this time with slightly more conviction.

“Clare, you said he didn’t do to you what he did to Linda. Has he done anything to you, anything violent?”

“Yes, he’s hit me a few times. Mostly right after I got here, because I’d try to get past him and out the door when he’d come to feed me.”

Now we’re getting somewhere!

“How often does he come to feed you?”

“It’s sporadic. Every couple of days I guess, he comes in with the bag.”

“Bag? What bag?”

A pause then, “Do you have two buckets in your room?”

Patrick glanced back at them, a sickening realization dawning. “Yeah, I do.”

“One is the toilet, one is the feeding trough. Every couple of days, he comes in to empty one and fill the other.”

“He feeds you dog food?”

“It’s doesn’t taste so bad, really,” Clare said, and he could hear the shame and embarrassment in her voice. “Sort of like dry cereal, at least that’s what I pretend I’m eating. Beats starving anyway.”

He wanted to comfort her, to assure her she had nothing to be ashamed of, but he needed to get the conversation back on a track that might lead them out of this place. “Clare, you said that you tried to get past him and out the door?”

“Yeah, I even hit him with one of the buckets, but he was just too strong for me. Blacked my eye one time, split my lip another. Said he hated to do it, but sometimes children needed to be disciplined when they misbehaved. He quoted that thing from the Bible about sparing the rod and spoiling the child.”

The wheels in Patrick’s brain were turning. The asshole that held them prisoner here might be too strong for Clare, but Patrick wasn’t a fifteen year old girl.

As if sensing his thoughts, Clare said, “Now he comes with a gun.”

“Damn,” Patrick muttered, but all hope was not lost. A gun was an unfortunate wrinkle, but not insurmountable. “Clare, do you know what kind of a gun it is?”

“I don’t know much about firearms. It’s not a shotgun or rifle or anything like that. It’s a handgun, maybe a revolver.”

“Okay, and can you hear him before he opens the door? Do you know he’s coming?”

“Yes. I think we’re in a basement because I can hear him coming down stairs.”

Good. That was good. If he could hear the guy coming, Patrick could get the drop on him. Be waiting next to the door with one of the buckets, bring it down on the guy’s gun-hand as he entered. Risky, but it might work.

Again, showing an uncanny knack for deducing Patrick’s thoughts, Clare said, “Please don’t do anything to make him mad. He’s fucking nuts!”

“Never give up, remember? Say it.”

“Patrick, I’m scared that he’ll—”

“Say it!”

“Never give up.” Reluctant, but still she said it which was a good sign. She’d been here for months with only a half-crazy woman to talk to. It shouldn’t be too hard to get her to view him as a possible savior. Manipulative, yes, but he couldn’t have her crippled by fear. He may need her help at a crucial moment.

“Clare, you said before that you didn’t think he was here right now. What makes you think that?”

“Shortly after he brought you in I heard his car crank up outside and pull out. I think the garage or carport might be just above me or something.”

“Does he leave often?”

“Not really, not that I’m aware of. He seems to stick close to home, maybe he leaves once a week or something. Like I said, time has gotten a bit wonky for me so it’s hard to say for sure.”

“When he does leave, how long is he usually gone?”

“Not long at all, maybe an hour. Though he’s been gone longer than that this time. I’d say you were out for at least three hours, give or take.”

“And when was the last time he filled your bucket?”

“Yesterday, I think. It’s still pretty full.”

Patrick nodded to himself. He wouldn’t say he had anything as solid as a plan, but he had the skeletal framework of one.

“Hey Patrick,” Clare said. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure,” he answered, figuring he’d pumped her for information enough for the time being.

“Do you know if my parents are looking for me? My name is Clare Barrett. Has there been anything in the news about me? I’m afraid my parents might think I ran away or something. We’d been fighting a lot and I’d threatened to do just that.”

Clare Barrett . . . something about the name rang vaguely familiar, but truthfully Patrick didn’t keep up with local news that much. Or national news, for that matter. This past year, he had developed tunnel vision, his life focused on school and Robert. And the last three months had mostly been focused on Robert, his schoolwork falling a bit by the wayside.

So no, he couldn’t say he knew for sure if Clare’s name had been in the news, but he figured in this instance deception wouldn’t be too great a sin.

“Yeah, there’s a manhunt going on for you,” he said, the lie rolling off his tongue effortlessly. “Half the state is looking for you right now.”

Clare didn’t say anything in response, but he could hear her crying softly through the wall.


CHAPTER THREE:

Waiting

Officer Sanchez stepped through the automatic doors into the lobby of the Pelham Medical Center Emergency Department. A bored-looking nurse sat behind a desk straight ahead, alternately reading a paperback and scrolling on her cell. She didn’t even glance up at the sound of the doors whooshing open. Sanchez scanned the chairs in the waiting area. He saw an Asian couple, the woman cradling a crying toddler; an elderly black man holding a bloody towel to his forearm; a young woman with stringy hair hugging herself and rocking back and forth in one of the plastic seats; and a middle-aged man with a receding hairline and a large nose chewing on his nails. Sanchez walked over to the nail-chewer.

“Mr. Neil Baker?” Sanchez said.

At first, the man continued to stare down at his feet, gnawing at his fingers like a dog with a rawhide bone. He seemed to notice Sanchez’s shoes first then let his eyes trail up the officer’s legs and torso before landing on his face. “Um, yes, I’m Neil Baker.”

“My name is Carl Sanchez,” he said and held out a hand. “I’d like to talk to you about the accident?”

Neil shook and eyed the officer’s uniform. “I already told the cops who showed up at Walmart everything.”

“I know,” Sanchez said, taking the seat next to Neil. “I’ve read the preliminary report, but I have a few follow-up questions.”

Nodding, Neil returned to nibbling on his fingernails and staring at the floor.

“So you’ve been here since they brought Mr. Wilson in?” Sanchez asked.

“Yeah. They wouldn’t let me go back with him, but they said they’d let me know how he was doing. I don’t know if they’ve called his family or not.”

“Doesn’t have any family,” Sanchez said. “Lives alone, and my understanding is that all of his relatives are dead.”

Neil looked at him, eyes wide and moist. “That’s terrible. God, I hope he’s going to be okay. I’ll never forgive myself if . . . you know, if he doesn’t . . . ”

While it wasn’t Sanchez’s job to coddle or comfort, he wasn’t a heartless man. He didn’t enjoy seeing anyone suffer, which was not without its irony considering his line of work ensured he saw much in the way of human suffering. “What happened was a tragic accident, but it was an accident. All the witnesses say he bolted right out into the parking lot without even checking for traffic.”

“He seemed to come out of nowhere,” Neil said. “I’d stopped at the edge of the crosswalk area, but all I saw were those Girl Scouts selling their cookies. I started forward and then suddenly he was right in front of me. I hit the brakes but he was too close.”

“Mr. Wilson is lucky,” Sanchez said.

Neil looked at him as if he’d said that it was raining gumdrops. “Lucky? How do you figure?”

“If you hadn’t stopped at the crosswalk first, if you’d been traveling at a greater velocity, he would be in much worse shape. Probably lying in the morgue right now instead of the hospital.”

“I suppose you’re right, but that’s little comfort to me right now. You weren’t on the scene, you didn’t see all the blood. He was still unconscious when they brought him in.”

Sanchez remained silent, knowing that nothing he could say would actually ease this man’s guilt. They sat quietly for a moment then Sanchez cleared his throat and said, “There is something we need to discuss.”

Neil sighed and leaned back until his head touched the wall behind him. “It’s about the tickets, isn’t it?”

“Yes. You have two outstanding speeding tickets on your record.”

“I know, I know. I’ve been meaning to pay them, I’m sure that’s what everyone says, but I mean it. Of course, intentions don’t amount to anything if they never become actions. My wife used to say that. She also used to say I had a lead foot, and on that matter she was one hundred percent correct. How much trouble am I in? Should I hire a lawyer?”

“I don’t think you’ll be charged with anything regarding the accident,” Sanchez assured the man. “It seems clear you were not at fault.”

Neil looked at him for a moment, one corner of his mouth raised in a humorless half-smile. “But . . . ?”

“But . . . the tickets are an issue.”

“Am I going to lose my license?”

“Actually, because you had failed to pay those tickets, you’ve been driving on a suspended license for about a month.”

Neil winced. “What’s going to happen to me?”

Instead of answering, Sanchez asked a question of his own. “Do you have the money to pay the tickets?”

“Sure, I have plenty of money. Like I said, I meant to pay, it’s just . . . well, I don’t have any good excuse which I guess makes it worse, when you think about it.”

Sanchez took a moment to consider his options. He’d been told that if Mr. Baker seemed noncompliant or belligerent, he had the right to take the man into custody. However, he didn’t think that would be necessary; the man didn’t seem to pose any type of threat and he had been through enough today. “I’m not making any promises, but if you can pay the tickets as well as all the fees that have built up, maybe we can reinstate your license and let you off with just points added to your driving record.”

“Perhaps I should have my license taken,” Neil said softly. “After what I’ve done, maybe I should be off the roads.”

Sanchez placed a hand lightly on the man’s shoulder. “Well, you certainly need to slow down on the roads, but I don’t think you’re responsible for what happened today. Beating yourself up isn’t going to change anything.” 

Neil seemed about to say something when a door opened to their right and a tall man in black scrubs walked out. Not a doctor, Sanchez thought, but maybe a male nurse. Both Neil and Sanchez stood.

The nurse came over to them, and he said to Neil, “You’re the one waiting for word on Mr. Wilson, correct?”

“Yes.”

“I’m waiting as well,” Sanchez said. “I have a few questions about the accident if Mr. Wilson is conscious.”

“I’m afraid not,” said the nurse. “The head trauma has caused a cerebral edema, or swelling of the brain. He’s in a coma.”

Neil sank back into the seat. “Oh God, oh God, oh God!”

“Any ideas how long this coma may last?” Sanchez asked.

“It’s hard to say with these types of injuries. Dr. Bice has him on a respirator to keep the blood oxygenated and is pushing hypertonic saline through an IV to help combat the edema. If the swelling does not begin to go down soon, surgery will be our next course of action to relieve the pressure.”

“Oh God, oh God, oh God,” Neil continued to say like some simple but fervent prayer.

Sanchez handed the nurse one of his cards. “If there’s any change, please contact me.”

“And I’ll be here,” Neil said. “I’m not going anywhere for a while.”

The nurse left them, and Sanchez sat next to Neil again. “You know, last year my sister’s oldest had a bad wreck on a motorcycle.”

Neil looked over at him with a slight frown.

“His brain swelled up too,” Sanchez said. “He was in a coma for two weeks, and then one day he opened his eyes, looked over at my sister and said, ‘Hey Ma, I’m thirsty.’ Just like that, and now he’s good as new. Except he’s not allowed on a motorcycle again until he’s forty.”

“Officer Sanchez, I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but we both know there are plenty of people who never wake up from comas. I have to start making peace with the idea that I may very well end up responsible for a man’s death.”

Sanchez recognized this as another of those moments where silence was the best response.

Neil leaned forward, placing his face in his hands, and muttered, “Maybe it’s a blessing Mr. Wilson has no family.”


CHAPTER FOUR:

Patrick’s Abduction

The sun had only begun to peek up over the horizon, manifesting as little more than a pink line shading to an arch of deep purple, when Patrick Young stepped out of the back exit of Geer Hall. He did a few hamstring stretches in front of the building before jogging off toward the back end of campus.

He saw no one else as he made his way past the other dorms toward the library, which was precisely why he liked to run so early in the morning, before the campus had truly come to life. He felt that he moved through an empty world, a post-apocalyptic landscape, but instead of leaving him with a sense of loneliness and desolation, there was only tranquility.

Of course, he mused as he ran around the left side of the library, passing the bronze statue of the father with his child propped on his shoulder, there was at least one person Patrick wouldn’t mind surviving and sharing this solitude with him. Adam to his Steve.

Patrick had been trying for the last month to convince his boyfriend to join him on these early morning jogs, but Robert insisted he never got up before the sun. In fact, he always arranged his schedule each semester to ensure he never had a class earlier than 10 a.m. He took great pride in that fact.

A smile curled his lips as he descended the stone steps behind the library that led down into the rose garden. The fountain at the back gurgled softly, the cherub holding the large fish with water shooting out of its mouth. As he wound through the labyrinthine pathways of the garden, a small gazebo at the center, the smile lingered, thoughts of Robert causing a tingling in the pit of his stomach often referred to as butterflies, though Patrick thought they felt more like bees buzzing around in there, the vibration soothing and warming.

Patrick and Robert had a lot of differences. Patrick was an early-bird; Robert was a late riser. Patrick liked ethnic cuisine; Robert subsisted almost exclusively on fast food burgers and fries. Patrick appreciated live theater; Robert watched mostly sitcoms and reality TV. Patrick tended to be a bit reserved and quiet; Robert was a blazing ball of gregarious charm and wit. Physically, Patrick was tall and slender; Robert was shorter with a beefy frame. On paper, they wouldn’t seem a likely match at all.

Yet when they were together, those differences somehow weren’t all that important. What they did share was a wicked, often inappropriate sense of humor, as well as a common core belief in kindness and generosity. Neither of them was particularly religious—though Patrick had an interest in Buddhism and Robert still identified as Christian—but they both strove to lead ethical, moral lives. They agreed on all the things that truly mattered.

Not to mention the fact that the sex was phenomenal.

Patrick ran down the path that led out of the garden, the lake spread out before him like a pool of dark ink. The rising sun glinted across the surface of the water like golden highlights. He turned to the right and jogged down toward the dining hall, the school’s distinctive clock tower looming in the distance like an accusatory finger pointed at God. At this hour, breakfast was not yet being served, but through the glass of the rotunda he could see workers preparing the morning’s meal. He slowed slightly, remembering when he had first met Robert inside.

It had been lunchtime, and Patrick had been having a rare meal on campus as he did a little last-minute cramming for a Physics test the next day. A shadow had fallen across his book, and he’d looked up to find a stranger standing by his table, smiling at him from behind round, wire-frame glasses.
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