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In order for the light to shine so brightly, the darkness must be present.

Francis Bacon

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,

Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

Shakespeare, Hamlet

For now we see through a glass, darkly . . .

1 Corinthians 13:12
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PRAISE FOR HIRAM GRANGE & THE CHOSEN ONE, BOOK FOUR OF THE HIRAM GRANGE CHRONICLES:

“In the mood for a wild ride of a book? Something smart and scary and exciting? Kevin Lucia’s HIRAM GRANGE & THE CHOSEN ONE fits the bill to perfection. It teems with monsters and demons, with arcane lore, black magic and narrow escapes. What could be more delicious?”

Robert Dunbar, Bram Stoker Nominated author of THE SHORE and MARTYRS & MONSTERS

“HIRAM GRANGE & THE CHOSEN ONE moves fast, fun and furious . . . I couldn’t put it down! If you’ve always thirsted for James Bond to have a serving of Lovecraft—you’ll eat this one up.”

John Everson, Bram Stoker Award Winning Author of COVENANT

“Brilliantly paced and with very few moments for the reader to stop and catch their breath, Hiram Grange and the Chosen One is an adrenaline drenched jaunt through the realms of horror, fantasy and dark humor. Violence and gore abound, presented expertly by Lucia in a way that not only shows his raw talent, but the ruggedness of Hiram’s character as well.”

Apex Publications

“There is non-stop action seasoned with Lovecraftian chills, forming a page-turning final product that satisfies. Lucia’s pacing is tight and his writing descriptive . . . each chapter leaves you wanting to see what happens next.”

Serial Distractions

“Kevin Lucia has created a world of dark magic that spins through the midnight streets of Belfast, Northern Ireland with a lyrical and deeply affecting narrative filled with magic and folklore.”

Count Gore’s Creature Feature

“I want to personally endorse this as one of the best stories I’ve read this year . . . packed with so much action that you’ll be sitting on the edge of your seat throughout. It’s tough not to care about the characters that show up in this story, as Lucia has written them out to fit Grange’s world perfectly—a world that is dark and cold, yet very familiar to each and every one of us.”

Paperback Horror


INTRODUCTION

Dark and Hungry

I guess the first thing to deal with is how I came to be here, in this place, at this time, writing an introduction to a collection of stories written by a young guy who lives in the same town that gave us another talented teller of strange tales, Rod Serling.

And so . . . a story of my own.

For the past ten years, Elizabeth and I have been conducting the Borderlands Press Writers Boot Camp during that cold, dark internecine week-end between the conclusion of the NFL Conference Championship games and the Super Bowl (Yes, we like our football as well as our books . . . ). And each session brings us between twenty and thirty writers willing to undergo the harsh critiques of grizzled veteran writers and New York editors, as well as suggestions from their fellow grunts. It’s always a splashy combination of personalities, ages, and skills. Some of the attendees take their lumps and are never heard from again; others return for several additional injections of criticism and instruction; and an alarming number go on to create careers for themselves as professional writers.

It was at one such gathering that I met Kevin Lucia. I can’t remember the year because I need to use my failing memory for more important stuff these days, but that’s okay because I’m sure Kevin remembers and would be happy to tell you. Regardless, I can tell you I definitely remember seeing him for the first time—whatever year it was.

It was at our usual Friday Night warm-up session in which the Instructors for the week-end introduce themselves, each speaking a few minutes about the areas of the writing craft on which they will concentrate (Such as Plot, Dialogue, Characterization, Voice, Setting, Grammar, Style, etc.), and wrap up with a great exercise that increases not only awareness but also the need for honest, if sometimes brutal, criticism. As I looked out over the assemblage, I could see the usual wide-eyed anxiety in the faces of the grunts. A familiar expression that suggests they are all thinking: what the hell am I doing here?!

All but one.

There was this one guy in the second row who looked tall and rangy even when sitting down. He was leaning forward in his chair, his dark eyes sunk into his angular face, and staring at the front table of Instructors as if we were there to challenge him to a bar-fight (And in a way, we were). I remember thinking that if I were casting this guy for a part in Julius Caesar, he’d have Cassius nailed down so tight nobody could ever pry it loose.

And his prose is as lean and hungry as his aspect. It’s a pleasure to read because it carries you along with the effortless pace of a massive freight train on seamless titanium rails. His initial submission to Boot Camp took quite a pounding, and Kevin did nothing but learn from the experience. He had a steely determination to improve his writing skills and it shows in this collection.

Ah yes, finally, we get to the book held in your hands. As I read this worthy tome, I quickly realized it was not just your usual, normal collection. In the tradition of Bradbury’s classic The Illustrated Man or The Martian Chronicles, Kevin Lucia has created a clever frame in which to hold the assemblage of tales—some of which seem to be related, while others do not—all taking place in the same general locale. He even gets away with the greatest crime writers can commit—writing about characters who are writers. Because writing is what we do, we naturally believe such people make great protagonists—although most readers seldom agree with us. Writers spend a lot of time by themselves, not talking, barely moving. That’s interesting?

But soon you will meet a chap named Gavin who will disabuse you of that notion.

He is a storyteller thinly disguised as the author of these tales and you will grow to love him as have I. This will happen because you will meet some Clifton Heights townsfolk who are gritty and real and not always likeable . . . but they are always believable. Gavin/Kevin peels back the onion layers of his town and explores some of the horror genre’s most venerable themes and settings—the small, weird town; the phantom hitchhiker; the old creepy house where kids break in; the hospital of horrors; and of course the reluctant-to-believe authority figure. We’ve been down roads like Bassler Roads before, but somehow, Lucia makes it all not just palatable, but energizing and compelling.

Some of the stories connect and repeat and kind of fold back into each other, each one expanding on the larger persona of the town and its inhabitants. The deeper we travel into this collection, the more we get the feeling Lucia is creating a subtle gestalt—an ultimate moment when we realize all the individual elements have gathered themselves together in a spinning maelstrom that is far greater than the sum of all its parts.

In the intensely revealing portrait of Gavin Patchett in “Way Station,” I found myself nodding my head in approval of Lucia’s straight-ahead confidence in his words. And I wondered how many of his readers would pick up on the sly implication of Gavin’s need to read “the handwriting on the wall” had they not known the origins of mene mene tekel. This Lucia is a smart guy.

His “Water God of Clarke Street” captures the cadences of high schoolers. Their needs and fears ring true, underscoring the writer’s gift for getting the ambience of his settings exactly right. This was a key element of this tale and the one that follows it. He seems concerned with examining the ghosts and demons of our childhoods, and wondering why some of them never faded off into the oblivion of the adult world the way they are supposed to do.

Sometimes Lucia is playful such as his nod in the direction of the town of Arkham and all the attendant mythologies that dwell therein. Sometimes, as in “Mr. Nobody,” he writes with a flensed-to-the-bone honesty that leaves you with a terrible taste in your mouth. But in all cases, he writes with a clarity that is stark and real and you are left with images and emotions that do not leave you when you turn the page. In other words, Lucia writes tales that stick with you, that are memorable.

And believe me, they are the best kind.

Wrapping things up, I must make one last reference to the framing narrative that contains all these excursions into a singular community’s madness. With subtle dialogue, we realize that perhaps our Kevin Lucia is more the skilled manipulator than we could have first imagined. He leaves us with a quiet ambiguity that leaves us with a decision we may not wish to make—a kind of literary chicken-or-egg dilemma that succeeds in giving this collection that added layer of complication, that unexpected frisson.

I’m never sure about the purpose of Introductions like this one. I feel like it’s just me getting in the way of your primary intention which is to read the stories of Kevin Lucia, and that’s not a good thing.

And with that, I must urge you to turn the page.

—Thomas F. Monteleone

Baltimore April 6, 2013
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August

5:00 PM

Clifton Heights, New York

1.

It’s Poker Tuesday. My daughter Meg is at the sitter’s and my friends and I are relaxing on my front porch, enjoying a few quiet drinks after we wind down from our respective afternoons. Father Ward stands beside me, Fitzy leans against the railing at the porch’s end and Gavin sits on the railing across from me. I’m sitting in my favorite Adirondack lounge chair.

The warm summer air is quiet and still, save for the distant buzz of cars easing their way down Henry Street. Usually, this is my favorite night of the week; an evening of carefree leisure, when the world’s troubles are held at bay by camaraderie and friendship, and beer and pizza, too.

But tonight is different. Tonight, everything may fall apart because the things I’ve ignored for so long can no longer be dismissed and I must speak, risking at the very least our friendships, at the very worst this place I’ve come to call home.

And the others sense it too, I think. At least Father Ward seems to, as his gentle hand squeezes my shoulder. “I don’t mean to pry, Chris . . . but how are you tonight? You look tired.”

Fitzy sips from his beer and says with a grin, “What the good Padre means is, you look like shit, Chris.”

I shrug but say nothing, while Gavin says, “Y’know Fitzy, most the time you manage a passable imitation of compassion, but every now and then? You’re an ass.”

He offers a jaunty salute with his root beer. “Just sayin’.”

Fitzy waves. “Oh, bullshit. I say what everyone is thinking and you know it.”

He takes a long pull on his beer.

“It’s your tone, Fitzy,” Father Ward offers. “You don’t realize it, but sometimes you sound . . . flippant. Insensitive.”

Fitzy scowls. “The hell you say. Insensitive? I have a goddamn loving soul; I’ll have you know. Ask any of my patients.”

Gavin’s smirk widens. “Maybe the coma patients. Anyone else, though . . . ”

Everyone laughs and we relax some. But I still wonder if by the night’s end we’ll be able to recapture this levity, or if things will be changed forever.

Fitzy shrugs and grins at me. “Okay, we’ll play things their way, even though I figure you can handle yourself, being a big bad cop and all. BUT, to make the touchy-feelies happy . . . Chris, you look sad. What’s up? Women troubles? Too many of them, or not enough?” He winks. “Tell Dr. Fitzy the truth, now.”

I laugh, not unkindly . . . but not happily, either.

Truth.

It’s a precious commodity.

Especially between friends. It’s essential in building trust and dependability. The problem, however, lies in how much truth do we share? How honest can friends be with each other, really?

I’ve come to believe that layers of truth exist. How far we peel them back depends on an infinite combination of variables: time, place, audience, mood, and intent. All factors are weighed multiple times a day and often in a heartbeat when considering how much we want to share with those closest to us.

For example, when my wife Liz was still alive, it went something like this: “Chris, please be honest. Did you find your partner attractive?”

One layer of truth: “Honey, she could never be you, could never raise our children and take care of me like you have.”

Which of course isn’t the same as saying “no.” It’s a truth that subtly replaces a deeper truth: “Yes, I am attracted to her. Because she’s young, and she’s a cop like me, and she likes the same things I do, and that’s why I requested a new partner, because the more I looked into her bright green eyes the less I thought about you and Meg and that scared the hell out of me.”

Or it went like this:

“Liz . . . you okay? Look a little pale this morning.”

“I’m fine. Tired from working those late shifts. Just a little headache, is all.”

Which had been a lie. Working in the oncology unit at Binghamton General, having seen dozens of patients with the same symptoms: dizziness, blurred vision, headaches, nausea, chronic fatigue, she knew too well her probable diagnosis.

Brain cancer.

A truth she shared with us much too late, because she’d understood a deeper truth: in the end, it wouldn’t make a difference when we found out.

She was still going to die.

I think all this and then say, “Fitzy, you’re right. I don’t want to play poker, tonight. What I want is the truth, for once.”

His jovial manner fades, his eyes taking on an odd, somber cast. I glance at Gavin. His face hardens also. “The truth about what, Chris?”

I’ve only lived in Clifton Heights for little over a year; have only known Fitzy and Gavin and Father Ward for about the same time. We all met around a tragedy last fall involving one of Gavin’s students. I was first officer on the scene. Fitzy was the ER doctor who’d treated the shooter afterwards. Father Ward visited her in jail regularly until she was moved downstate to the Riverdale Psychiatric Institution for further treatment.

And out of that awful incident, our friendship slowly bloomed. We hung around each other for several weeks and somehow Poker Tuesdays developed and we became friends. Good friends, even.

But a wall has grown between us since then, a wall built from a subtle evasiveness preventing us from becoming close friends.

That wall?

The truth.

About this town and the strange things that happen here. Last September’s shooting was tragic and heart wrenching but in some ways ordinary. Turn on the television and you’ll see the same thing happening all over the country: bigotry, persecution and cruelty everywhere. Eventually, people are pushed past their limits and they lash out.

Other things have happened here, however.

Strange things. Unexplainable things. Like average people quitting their jobs mid-shift for no reason and vanishing into thin air. Mothers removing their children from school with no warning and taking off for parts unknown, entire families sneaking away into the night, clergy and veteran teachers resigning their posts unannounced, experienced hunters disappearing into the forests never to be seen again.

Of course, some of these things have been more . . . memorable. Grotesque, even. Like cannibalism. Maybe. Hard to tell, when the town coroner says bite marks “might’ve been made by human teeth” but all his tests come back “inconclusive,” which has happened more than once around here.

And that’s not all, by a long shot. There have been suicides. A LOT of them. Missing kids, more than you’d expect in a small Adirondack town. Also, patients in our small hospital are often mysteriously “transferred” to special recovery facilities “downstate.”

What it all comes down to?

The truth.

What really happened in those cases? What’s hiding in the dark corners of this town? This whole past year, I’ve tried unsuccessfully to wrest answers from my friends with probing questions like . . .

Has it always been like this? Did you ever imagine that he or she’d be capable of doing this? How’d you guys not see this coming? You’ve known this or that person all your life. How’d you miss the signs?

And as the year has passed their answers have grown increasingly evasive, offering shades of half-truths, nothing more.

And I’m tired of it.

Especially after this last one.

“The truth?” Fitzy mutters, face oddly blank. “About what?”

I reach under my chair, pull out a stuffed manila folder held shut with several rubber bands and toss it at Fitzy. It hits him square in the gut, and he somehow manages to trap it there with one hand without spilling his drink.

I point at the folder. “That’s our most recent case. Ellen Danvers and her missing son. Happened two weeks ago. You’ve all heard about it by now, I imagine.”

A knowing silence.

One I’ve heard too much of this year.

Finally Gavin says, “Sure we’ve heard. Everyone has, and it’s terrible, thinking her boyfriend did something like that.”

“Right,” Fitzy adds too quickly, nodding sharply. “Danny Tremont. Grew up with him. He’s a sonnuvabitch. Always has been. Not surprised he–”

“Bullshit.”

I look at every one of them in turn. If I weren’t so annoyed, I’d find their shocked expressions at my rare use of profanity amusing. “That’s not what she says, not now. At first she was hysterical, claiming something took her son Timmy. Of course, everyone just figured she was distraught and a little out of her head, especially the state police department’s grief counselor. But then three days later she calls me at the station, asking me to end the search, saying we don’t need to look for Timmy anymore because he’s gone on to a better place.”

Father Ward pats my shoulder again and says softly, “Shock and denial, Chris. Surely you’ve seen similar reactions in cases like these.”

I shake my head. I’ve been put off by Father Ward’s affable, man-of-the-cloth routine before. Not tonight. “But the physical evidence also doesn’t match up. There was no time in the incident’s chronology for anyone to have abducted Timmy Danvers, least of all Danny Tremont.”

I look at each and every one of them again, then say, “Two weeks ago, Timmy Danvers effectively disappeared off the face of the earth and his mother doesn’t seem too upset by this, now. And neither does anyone else in this town, with the exception of my guys and the state troopers.”

I nod at the folder. “There have been other disappearances this past year, a recent one very similar to this. A month ago, seven-year-old Anne Marie Hauer from Utica vanished from her bedroom. No forced entry, no forensic evidence. She’s just GONE, like Timmy Danvers.

“And you know what, fellas? I’m tired of this. I really am. All the time, you act as if you don’t know anything, that you’re just as mystified as me, like everyone else in this town. But I call, fellas. I call BULLSHIT.”

And now a deep silence grows between us. I let it fester for several minutes before saying, “Here’s the deal. We’ve reached a crucial juncture. If you want to continue as friends, you’re going to tell me what the hell’s going on in this town, or at least tell me what you know. We’ll order some pizza, go inside, pour over the whole thing together, so I can do my job the way I’m supposed to.”

“And if we don’t?” Father Ward asks gently, but firmly. “Some things aren’t meant to be known, Chris.”

My answer is just as firm. “Then we cancel Poker Tuesday. I start looking for a new job somewhere far away from here, take my daughter and get the hell outta Dodge.”

More silence.

And I see it in their eyes.

They’re debating it. Weighing the pros and cons of telling me what they know or letting me walk away. And to be quite honest? A part of me, the part that never grew up, that little boy inside who’s still afraid of shadows and wind rustling through leaves wishes they would let me walk away.

Because maybe that would be better.

But Gavin takes the folder from Fitzy, then nods down the street. “The Skylark Diner is open twenty-four hours. And its owner is very . . . discrete.”

“In other words,” I whisper, “he knows how to keep his mouth shut.”

Fitzy nods sharply, dispensing with all pretenses. “Damn straight he does.”

Gavin tucks the folder under his arm and gives me an odd, penetrating look. “I need to grab something from home first. Meet you there?”

I wave toward my long, winding drive. “After you, folks.”

And as we thump off my porch, I wonder.

How much truth do we tell ourselves? What layers are we willing to face? And is there a place to stop?

A safe place where we can say: “Enough.

“I know enough.”


The Skylark Diner

5:30 PM

2.

Somehow I’m not surprised when Gavin walks into The Skylark alone. No one said much as we left my place, but I sensed—through body language, maybe—that this was Gavin’s job, telling me the truth or whatever passes for it in this town.

A nice town, dammit, in spite all of this. Picturesque, a postcard-beautiful Adirondack town as charming as Inlet or Eagle Bay but not as touristy as Lake George. And the people here have been nothing but accommodating and pleasant. Word of the new Sheriff in town (also new widower with an only daughter) has paved the way for fruit baskets, pies, homemade bread, frozen venison and casseroles galore, all this past year.

But as time has passed and the town’s strangeness has bloomed, it’s dawned upon me that maybe this town is too accommodating, because someoneshould’ve petitioned the Town Board for my immediate resignation a long time ago, especially considering all the odd cases I haven’t been able to solve.

But there’ve been no petitions.

No complaints.

No outraged demands for my dismissal. Just encouraging pats on the shoulder and the occasional: “It’s all right, Sheriff. Did your best. Sometimes there’s no answer.”

Sometimes?

Hell, in this town, never.

But maybe that’s all about to change.

Maybe.

Gavin slides into the booth across from me, handing over the folder I’d tossed at Fitzy. His other hand lays a thick, black, leather-bound journal on the table between us, and he handles it reverently, as if in awe, or maybe even . . .

Fear.

I open my mouth but Gavin beats me. “Have I ever told you what I did before teaching?”

I think about it for a moment, realizing it’d never occurred to me. A little embarrassed, I admit, “Honestly? I figured you’d always been a teacher.”

He smiles and shakes his head. “No. Only been teaching for about four years, now. I was a writer before that. Science Fiction and Thrillers. And I doubt you’ve read me.”

I shrug, feeling a little embarrassed. “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean much. Outside a few Louis L’Amour westerns, I’m not much of a reader. Meg is, though. And so was Liz. So I try . . . ”

Despite all this time, my voice hitches. I push on, however. “I read to Meg as often as I can, even though she can read herself, now. It’s what Liz would’ve wanted, I think . . . for Meg to love books and stories, just like she did.”

Gavin nods. “I wrote a few novels several years ago, one hardcover and several paperbacks, the kind you find in grocery stores and airport gift centers. Won a few small awards, nothing big, really. Problem was, I thought I was big. And things . . . ”

He winces and looks away, visibly struggling to compose himself. Several seconds pass, he swallows and says, “I started drinking. Became very troubled. My exit from publishing was . . . unpleasant. And I doubt I’ll ever write for publication again. Not sure anyone would have me. But, writers never stop writing. Not really.”

Gavin meets my gaze with a deep, probing one of his own. “You want to know the truth about this town. About the things that happen here.”

“Yes. I’m the Sheriff. I need to know these things if I’m going to do my job.”

His voice hovers just above a whisper. “Even if it’s nothing you can change? Nothing you can investigate, arrest, or put into a cell? Nothing you can solve?”

My response is immediate. “Yes. I’m the Sheriff. I need to know.”

Gavin nods briskly, like this is a clean-cut business transaction, and I suppose that’s the way it needs to be because some things are simply too horrible and strange and must be held at a safe, dispassionate distance.

Well, hell.

I’m already thinking like everyone else in this town, aren’t I?

Gavin looks down at that large, black leather-bound book and pats it. “I really don’t know how much I can tell you, but I do know that everything changed about a year ago when we first met. I’d still been drinking pretty heavily, when . . . ”

He sighs and pushes the book toward me. “Go ahead,” he whispers.

“Read it yourself.”


LAMENT

She swings the hammer down again and again. Bone crunches, blood splatters. Her stomach churns as she raises the hammer to swing it down once more . . .

But she stops and squeezes the hammer’s slick rubber grip. Blood oozes between her fingers. The hammer shakes in her hand.

And then she drops it to the pavement where it hits with a dull ring and she looks at what she’s done to his face, and realizes . . . she likes it.

And wants to do it some more.

She kneels and sobs.

Then vomits.

Monday

Gavin Patchett glared at the stack of essays sitting on his desk, then glanced at the first one before him. He tapped it with his red pen, leaving clusters of smeary crimson dots near its heading. He read the first paragraph, squinted and read it again, hoping it would make more sense the second time.

It didn’t. Just made him feel tired was all.

He closed his eyes, sighed and rubbed his warm forehead. Maybe he’d call in sick tomorrow, stay home and do a little writing of his own for a change. If he could just get a whole day to himself, maybe . . .

His classroom door opened.

And Emma Pital entered, scowling, which made him feel even more tired.

He fake-smiled. “Emma. You okay?”

Emma said nothing, just hugged herself and approached the window overlooking the school parking lot. He looked back down at the essay before him. He didn’t want to be rude but this was his only free period today and he didn’t have time to . . .

“Fucking animals.”

“Excuse me?”

He glanced up at her; saw her stiff posture, her neck muscles twisting beneath russet-brown skin.

“Fucking animals don’t deserve to live.”

His scalp tingled as he glanced at his open door. He stood, unsure what he should do. “Emma. Is something wrong? Maybe you should go to Guidance and . . . ”

She snorted. “Yeah, Guidance. That’s fucking hilarious.”

“Emma . . . ”

“Heard the latest? Sure you have. You all have. You just won’t do anything about it.”

He stepped toward the door . . .

“Sand nigger.”

. . . but stopped as the word jerked him around.

“Soaped on my brother’s truck windows, this morning.” Her eyes glittered.

“Emma, listen . . . ”

She offered a rigid smile. “I know. It didn’t happen on school grounds, so it didn’t happen. Police’ll say it’s harmless. Harmless? No fucking way.” Her eyes narrowed. “And you know. Of all people, you know it’s not harmless.”

“Emma, please . . . ”

“No.” She turned away. “No more talk.”

The door slammed.

He stood for a few minutes, then sat to continue grading, because there really wasn’t anything else for him to do.

***

“I swear, Emma . . . not a word. Not. A. Word.”

“You must tell someone about this, Daniel.” She lowered her voice as they walked. “Your truck. The one Father . . . ”

Daniel scowled but she persisted. “Please. Say something, to someone. To the police this time. They’ll listen. They’ll have to.”

Daniel shook his head as they ascended the school’s front steps, empty this early Monday morning. “They won’t listen and you know it. A prank, they’ll say. Why bother?”

She grabbed his elbow. “Then do something about it! We know who did it. Find them, and . . . ”

Daniel pulled away. “What? What would you have me do?”

He stopped and readjusted his backpack’s straps, looking exactly like every American high school senior should . . . except for the color of his skin, of course.

Always the skin.

“Soon we’ll graduate and then we’ll leave here with our heads held high. How Father would’ve wanted.”

“But this is wrong. We shouldn’t be treated this way. We’re American, as much as anyone else. Or we were, before . . . ” She shook her head. “But not now. Not ever again.”

Daniel sighed. “Emma, it’s Ramadan. A time to pray and ask for guidance, not a time for vengeance. Pray, Emma. Perhaps Allah will take this from us.” He looked at her. “Besides. They won’t touch us. They won’t go that far.”

“How can you be sure? And since when do you observe Ramadan, Mr. Hilfiger?”

Daniel’s brown pupils swam. “After Father died. When did you stop?”

He walked away.

Emma squeezed herself. “Same time.”

***

“Fuckin brilliant!”

Connor Finch looked up as Brian Cavanaugh scrambled into the back of John’s pickup. He frowned. “What’s brilliant?”

They ignored him and slapped high-fives, laughing. Connor often tried to laugh with them just to fit in, to hopefully avoid their abuse, but not today.

Not at this.

Brian squatted next to John and punched his shoulder. “Awesome, man. I woulda used paint, but soap on the windows? Great idea. It washes off, doesn’t really mess anything up, so he’s got nothin’ to say, an’ no one cares!”

John grinned. “Except him, that fuckin’ raghead.”

Connor looked down, because he knew this story, and he also knew they were right.

No one cared.

But he surprised himself, daring to look up and say, “Maybe you oughta stop, Johnny, before . . . ”

They stared at him, their faces mean and ugly. “Wait a fuckin’ minute. Are you defendin those ragheads? 9-Fuckin’-Eleven, dipshit!”

Connor’s heart skipped a beat. He’d pushed too far. Stop now and he’d be fine. Push John any further, though . . .

Again, he did the unthinkable. “S’not like they did it, Johnny. Emma an’ Danny are jus’ like you an’ me . . . ”

“SHUT YER FUCKIN’ MOUTH!”

John stood and the truck’s bed shivered. Connor stared down at John’s combat boots, the ones he’d gotten from Dad . . . before he’d died.

“C’mon, Johnny,” Brian sneered. “He don’t know no better.”

Silence. Nothing but John’s breath, until: “Yeah. Fuck it. ‘Sides . . . I know how he can make up for it.”

Something metallic clicked.

Connor looked up and instantly wished he hadn’t. Brian and John towered above him, their eyes shining, John holding a gun he must’ve pulled out from under his belt. A Berretta 92.

Dad’s service pistol.

Brian grinned at John. “You got somethin’ else in mind?”

“Hell yes. An’ seein’ as how Conner here’s got such a hard-on for the A-rab, he can help this time, or . . . ”

John aimed at him and mimed pulling the trigger.

“Blammo. Cause that’s what we do to traitors during wartime. Right, dipshit?”

Connor said nothing, just looked away and shivered.

***

And now she stands on wobbly legs, leans against the Ford, her thighs trembling. Her stomach spasms and she thinks she might vomit again so she presses her forehead against the tailgate’s cool metal and closes her eyes and breathes through her nose.

Her legs steady. The nausea fades, replaced by a hard, cold burning in her guts. She swallows bile, straightens and fiddles with her torn windbreaker. Her hands brush her skin and she remembers HIS hands as they pushed her down onto the truck’s cold leather seats, remembers his rough, calloused, twisting fingers.

Animals.

Fucking animals don’t deserve to live.

She looks at her mother’s tiny Miata, still parked and running in the lumber mill entrance. Then she turns and stoops next to his body, ignoring what she’s done to his face as she digs through his pockets for keys.

***

Tuesday

Connor fidgeted against the football field’s chain link fence. He didn’t want to do this but he had no choice. Maybe if Dad hadn’t died and he was still around to hold John’s leash, this wouldn’t be happening.

Well, maybe the pranks. John had been real pissed when Dan replaced him in the backfield two years ago, and he’d stayed pissed. He quit football and school, started drinking, ranting about getting even, and Dad had ranted right along with him, cursing at Coach Pandich and Dan Pital whenever he could, so Dad might’ve dug the pranks.

Then Dad’s reserve unit got activated and shipped out to Iraq.

And not three weeks in-country a suicide bomber with explosives strapped to his chest charged Dad’s Humvee.

No one survived.

With Dad gone John took over the lumber mill, which turned out to be a small blessing. It kept him busy for a while.

But not long enough.

Because Connor supposed there wasn’t enough busy in the world to cover John’s anger. The pranks had started small a year ago, graffiti on Pital’s locker, trash cans knocked into the Pital’s front yard, prank phone calls and threatening texts.

But now this. Maybe Dad would’ve stopped this crazy shit.

Connor bent his head, closed his eyes and sighed. But maybe not. John was just like Dad, after all. And him? He was more like Mom, quiet and weak. She didn’t care about the color of a person’s skin, but she’d always done whatever Dad wanted.

Just like he’d always do whatever John wanted.

Shouts came from the football field. Connor looked up, saw players jogging past him on the other side of the fence toward the school. He pushed off and followed a player lagging behind, one whose brown face shined with sweat.

“Hey! Dan . . . hey!”

Daniel Pital slowed, turned and frowned. “Don’t want to talk to you, Finch.”

Daniel’s tone cut him. Not for the first time, Connor realized he hated his brother John.

“Listen. I didn’t have anything to do with . . . You know John. He’s an asshole.”

At least that was true.

Daniel’s rigid posture spoke volumes. “Don’t care, Finch. You’re just like everyone else. You let it happen. Far as I’m concerned, you’re just as bad, so I’m done with you. All of you.”

He walked away.

Connor almost let him go.

But he knew what waited for him if he did, knew Mom couldn’t stop John from punishing him if he didn’t do what he was supposed to.

“Dan! It’s important. It’s . . . ”

The lie trembled on his tongue. “It’s about . . . Emma.”

Dan stiffened, clutching his helmet’s face-mask. An image flickered in Connor’s mind, of Dan smashing the helmet against his face. The chain link fence still separated them, but a chill crawled along his skin regardless, and he stepped back several feet.

“What about Emma?”

The lie stuck in his throat and he coughed. “I think I know what they’re gonna do next. You gotta believe me . . . ”

oh god please don’t

“ . . . I’m just tryin’ to help.”

Dan’s eyes narrowed into slits. “Tell me.”

Connor looked around. He wasn’t faking, because John was out there, somewhere, watching, making sure he obeyed. “N-not here. If John catches me . . . ”

“Fine. Where?”

Here it was. Lie like he was supposed to or tell the truth and get his ass kicked or worse, because he knew, too well, what John was really capable of.

“At Old Bassler House. Outside town? Get showered and . . . ” he glanced at his watch. “Meet me there . . . thirty minutes?”

***

Gavin rubbed his forehead, thinking he should’ve called in sick like he’d wanted to yesterday. Seemed like he hadn’t made any progress on these essays. Of course, that’s the way it always was these days. He never really cleared his desk, just dented the piles was all.

His door opened and Emma walked in.

Good. He wanted to apologize for being so dismissive yesterday. Maybe it was a pointless gesture but it made him feel better about himself. A little, anyway.

He shuffled some papers. “Emma, about yesterday. I’m sorry . . . ”

He looked up. Emma’s large eyes—red from crying—stopped him. She sniffed, swallowed then spoke softly. “No. I am sorry. I should not have said those things. You’ve always listened to me, more than anyone. I was wrong to blame you.”

Shame filled him because really, he wanted Emma to blame him, for doing nothing, for hiding behind his desk like everyone else, for staying safe.

He cleared his throat and managed the only thing he could think of, a vague and empty platitude that was also safe.

“It’ll get better, Emma. Someday.”

A comfortable lie. And as he met Emma’s gaze, he knew she didn’t believe him. But she nodded, turning for the door, stopping with her hand on the knob. “It’s very strange. Daniel told me to pray about this, to ask Allah for guidance. It’s Ramadan, you know. Ends Thursday, at sundown.”

She smiled sadly. “So odd, Daniel talking about Ramadan. He never used to. And me? Not since . . . well. Not for a while. Strange that something like this should . . . ”

He said nothing, just nodded because of course, it was safe.

“Well. Good luck with your writing, Mr. Patchett. I hope you’ll publish another book someday.”

She left and closed the door softly behind her. He shook his head and kept grading papers, though he had a hard time understanding what any of them said.

***

She speeds down Haverton Road toward its intersection with Lillington, tires humming over cracked asphalt, the engine throbbing as pain roars in her chest.

Pain.

A burning knot where her heart should be. Everything else fades as pain blazes through her. She’s an engine of pain, running hot on grief.

She wants to scream.

Instead she bites her tongue, holds the gas near the floor, realizing if a dog or deer jumps from the woods into her path she’s dead, but Dan’s class ring rattling around her index finger has numbed her, killed her inside.

Red flashes through the intersection ahead, heading south . . . away from town.

Dan’s truck.

But it isn’t Dan’s anymore.

Is it?

Now she screams and slams the pedal down. The truck lurches forward, engine shuddering. She hits the intersection, shifts, jerks the wheel left. A stray thought: good thing Dan taught her to drive Stick last summer, and good thing she’s always been a quick learner.

Because now she’s learned something new.

The truck fishtails. She eases off the gas, taps the brakes, rights the truck and stomps the gas back down.

Screaming.

She’s still screaming.

And then a tailgate reading CHEVY fills her vision. There’s a spine-ratcheting jerk, and a loud BANG.

Tires squeal.

Metal screeches.

And then darkness.

Wednesday

“Don’t know what yer talkin’ about, Queen Sheba. No idea where Danny-boy is.”

Emma glared at John Finch as he leaned against his truck’s tailgate. This was insane. The police told her to stay home while they investigated Dan’s disappearance, and that’s where she should be, anywhere but here at Finch’s family lumber mill, outside town after work hours, alone with John Finch.

Still, she couldn’t sit at home and wait, listening to Mom rationalize about why Dan never came home last night. He’d been missing for almost twenty-four hours. Of course, the cops doubted foul play, because they were just like everyone else. Blind. Ignorant.

Afraid.

But one of Dan’s teammates had called her and said he’d seen Dan talking to Connor Finch—John Finch’s younger brother—after practice last night, so here she was, though she’d much rather be anywhere else.

She forced herself to speak calmly. “I don’t believe you. Someone saw him with Connor last night, and he never came home after. He always comes home, even when he studies late. You did something to him. Just like always . . . ”

John’s eyes glittered. “Can’t prove nothin’. Know why? Nobody. Fuckin’. Cares.”

He relaxed, inspecting his fingernails. “Maybe he got wise an’ left town. Maybe you an’ your curry-assed Mom oughta do the same.”

Her stomach twisted. “Where is he?”

John looked up and smiled, slow and lazy. “Gotta admit. Pretty brave, you comin’ out here after closing, when you’n me are all alone. Must love Danny-boy an awful lot.”

He leered at her. She felt sick and violated.

“Question is: how much do you love him?”
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