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  Their new home on Frederick Street in Clay Center, Kansas, was supposed to give writer Jonathan David and his husband, clinical psychologist Dr. Eddie Dorman, an opportunity to enjoy married life. Jonathan has just released his first major bestseller, and he hopes to finally escape his traumatic past and find the quiet existence he has always craved. Eddie has taken a job at the Kansas State University psychology department, and they intend to begin anew.


  They have barely settled in when the nightmare begins. Noises, disembodied voices, and mysterious apparitions make Jonathan’s life hell. Part of the house has decided to bare its teeth, show its jagged edges, and bring back the worst of Jonathan’s past. At first, Eddie cannot perceive the spectral events and fears for his husband’s sanity. When he’s also affected by the haunting, he’s unsure of what to do but refuses to be beaten.


  Together, they seek a way to fight the forces trying to tear them apart. The world is a frightening place, but confronting their fears plunges Jonathan and Eddie into absolute horror.


  Dedication


  To John. All my love.
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  Dear Reader, this one’s for you.


  Prologue


  1975


   


  Alan Pemberly woke up slowly, his head throbbing, and when he opened his eyes, he shut them again quickly as the fragile morning light in the room assaulted his senses. That was the first round of trying to figure out where he was. His mouth tasted like yesterday’s news, and his body ached. He coughed once, twice, three times, hard and raspy; his abdominal muscles cramped in protest. He placed one arm over his stomach in an attempt to soothe it as he rolled over onto his side. He reopened his eyes to the unfamiliar room; the stench of sweat, booze, and old sex lingered in the dusty, humid air.


  Next to him, someone groaned and buried themself deeper into the blankets. Alan froze, racking his brain as to who it was and how Alan had come to be there. Then it all came back to him in a rush: he had been at a bar in San Francisco, drinking away his pain after his split with Tommy and the realization that the one who was supposed to love him more than anything, more than anyone, had cheated, and so Alan had gone out to find a cold bottle to drown his miseries. Their relationship had ended in a heated argument of accusations, both sides blaming the other for their shortfalls, and then the worst had happened, the death knell, the final nail in the coffin of their relationship: Tommy had struck him in the face. Even knowing what Alan had been through, Tommy had lost his temper and hit him, hard. Alan hadn’t uttered another word. He’d simply grabbed some clothes, a bag, some money and his checkbook off his dresser, and left. Now, as he scanned the unfamiliar room, looking for his clothes, he remembered how he had gotten there. He’d wandered the streets of the city, having left the apartment he and Tommy shared, and had found himself standing outside the bar that Tommy had started to frequent regularly while Alan was at work. In the misty darkness, he’d stared at the flashing yellow sign that read “The Copa” for what felt like hours as men wandered into the place, staring at him as they passed by.


  Alan took stock of his current situation. The three years he’d spent in California hadn’t been good to him. His runaway love had run away from him, and now he was near broke and in bed with a man whose name escaped him. Oh, but the older man was a sweet-talker and had filled his ears with every word he wished Tommy had said. He had been so sympathetic, kind, and gentle, and the normally strong defenses Alan had to rebuff men’s advances crumbled at his feet. He’d ended up following the stranger back to this place. It looked like an office, and the bed was a hideaway pulled down from the wall. The brown paneling was stained dark, and there were several framed certificates on the wall along with pictures that Alan couldn’t quite bring into focus. He sat up as quietly as he could. His head was spinning, forcing him to shut his eyes once more and take a couple of deep breaths. As his head and stomach settled, no longer threatening to dispose of the alcohol he had consumed the night before, he pulled the thin blanket off his middle and stood up. The cool air in the room chilled his naked body.


  Outside, someone was walking down the hallway toward the door. He froze. The footsteps drew nearer and nearer until he could see an outline in the heavily frosted glass where the shadow of the person paused, tried the handle of the office door, and discovered it locked. Alan was terrified they were going to knock, or worse, simply unlock the door, but he exhaled as they continued on. However, that and the groan coming from the person in the bed next to him was enough to motivate him. The salt-and-pepper-haired man rolled over and muttered something, casting one arm over his eyes. Alan’s groin filled at the sight of him. He was muscular, furry, with chiseled features and sturdy, long, muscular legs. Memories flooded back from the night before, and Alan now remembered them stumbling in here in the dark, laughing and whispering, Alan a little drunker than he should have been. Ed…that was his name. Or was it David? The man had poured them another drink and brought it over to him as Alan had taken a seat on the couch.


  “I can’t believe your boyfriend would cheat on someone as beautiful as you,” he’d said, brushing his fingers against Alan’s as Alan reached for the drink. Alan had taken a sip, and it had burned all the way down into the pit of his stomach. But with that gentle touch, just the way Tommy used to, he’d yearned, ached to be held and to hold. And that was how it began. There hadn’t been any more talking before the clothes came off, and Alan and David…Ed…whoever, had been a tangle of limbs, kisses, and passion so hot, it nearly slew them as they fell over the edge and into oblivion. Alan had been so sure of the moment, and it had felt so good and so right, but now he was disheveled, exhausted, and uncertain.


  He found his clothes on the hardwood floor that creaked with his every step, causing him to try to tread lightly as he picked up his shirt and slipped it on over his bare shoulders. He found his underwear next and slid them on, trying to move quickly and quietly. He found his pants and picked those up as well, wincing as change fell out of the pockets and spilled noisily onto the floor. He would have ignored the coins had he not needed every last penny he had, and he hurriedly picked them up and put them back in his pocket.


  “Meh…um…zzzzzz” was the only sound he heard from the bed as he slid his pants on. He located his shoes on opposite sides of the room. As he picked up one, he licked his lips. They were still sore from the other man’s whiskered face. He smiled to himself as he went looking for his socks. Maybe there was something here? Maybe more to it than a one-night stand? Maybe I don’t have to return home after all? I could just go visit Dad, and me and David…or…whomever could really get to know one another when I got back. We could… The thoughts continued to parade in his mind as he rounded the corner of the desk, having found his sock discarded on a picture frame. He grabbed it quickly and was about to walk away but hesitated and picked up the photograph. His heart dropped into his stomach. It was a family portrait. David…or Ed…was standing with a beautiful woman with brown hair swept into an updo, and a child of no more than seven years old, who grinned at the camera with his two front teeth missing.


  “Jesus,” Alan whispered in shock. He set the picture frame down again as ice water ran through his veins. He found a nameplate on the desk that read “David Edward, Esq.” Well, at least he had been honest about his name, even if Alan could hardly get it right. He grabbed the sock, then found the other one, his mind spinning as the last bit of his broken heart cracked and crumbled to the floor. Tears welled up in his eyes as he sat down in the wooden chair in front of the desk and slid on his socks and shoes. His bag. Where was his bag? He looked around the room and found it near the bed. He walked over to it, no longer bothering to be quiet. He didn’t care.


  He opened the zipper and checked his clothes and his wallet before zipping it back up and standing. He realized David had sat up in the bed and was watching him with a grin on his face. God, he was handsome, but the smile made Alan feel sick to his stomach. Did he grin like that when he looked at his wife?


  “Just gonna sneak out of here without saying good-bye?” David asked, his voice sleepy and sexy low.


  “I have to be going. I have a plane to catch in a couple of hours,” Alan said, slipping his bag over his shoulder. He hadn’t made the reservations yet, knowing it would drain his bank account, but he didn’t care. He just wanted to go home.


  “Aww, come on. Stay. I’ll take you to breakfast,” David said, uncovering his loins and displaying a large and throbbing erection. Alan swallowed thickly, nausea sweeping through him and turning him cold. He walked over to David.


  “I have a better idea,” Alan said huskily, leaning down and lightly kissing David on the lips before sliding his hand over David’s erection. He cupped it in his hand.


  “Hmmm. What’s that?” David asked with a low groan as he arched his hips upward and his breathing become ragged.


  Alan kissed the side of his mouth, his right cheek, and worked his way back to his ear. He took David’s earlobe in his mouth and lightly bit down, causing the man to groan with pleasure. “I’ll take a rain check on breakfast, but I think you should go ahead and take your wife and little boy. I’m sure they would prefer your company more than I would,” he said coolly, and then he stood up and backed away. David looked at him in shock.


  “The fuck do you know about my family, you little trick?” he asked standing up, his erection deflating by the second.


  “Not much, except they have a father and husband who doesn’t have balls big enough to do the right thing by them. Your wife is beautiful, and that’s a great-lookin’ kid. Why don’t you stop this and go home and act like a real father instead of being out late at night turning ‘tricks,’ as you say. Most families appreciate that,” Alan said.


  “You don’t know shit!” the man said, red-faced either from fury or embarrassment, or perhaps a little bit of both. He was making a mad rush to get dressed, throwing things around, his erection now shrunk to a flaccid state as he looked for his clothes.


  “I know enough to understand how heartbroken your wife would be if she were to catch you here with another man,” Alan said. As he turned to leave, he put his hand on the doorknob and grasped it.


  “I love my wife” came the reply, hollow and sounding guilty, and Alan stopped.


  “Not enough, apparently,” Alan replied over his shoulder and walked out the door, then shut it behind him. As soon as he did, he knew what he had to do. He had to admit defeat and go home.


  ***


  Alan leaned against the office door to catch his breath before starting out. His heart hurt, his head hurt, and his body had that used-up feeling from a night of carnal knowledge. Shuddering at what he had done, he set off down the hallway and became more ashamed of himself with every footstep. He was almost broke, homeless, without a vehicle since Tommy had sold it, and afraid to make the phone call to his father’s house. He’d been left in horrible circumstances after his mother died. His father had lost control and become a full-fledged alcoholic. He’d beaten Alan on a regular basis. It had been a horrific time in both their lives, as the man Alan had once admired turned dangerous and inconsolable. After Alan left Kansas, he never thought he’d hear from his father again, until almost a year later, when a stranger had knocked on his door. Tommy had been at work, and Alan had just woken up. He’d been shuffling off to the kitchen to make a cup of coffee when the knock came.


  Clad in pajamas, hair sticking up all over the place, Alan answered the door and came face-to-face with the man he would meet with several times over the next couple of years. He swung the door open and was greeted by a man in a blue suit and sunglasses.


  “Alan Pemberly?” the man asked.


  “Yes, that’s me,” Alan said, naturally suspicious of someone knowing his name without the luxury of an introduction.


  The man fished out his wallet and displayed his credentials: Christopher Wells, Private Investigator. Alan’s heart skipped a beat.


  “Can I help you?” Alan asked, shocked and uncertain as to what a private investigator would want with him.


  “Actually, yes. I was hired to look for you. Your father procured my services, and he wishes…” Before he could finish his sentence, Alan slammed the door in the man’s face and threw the dead bolt. His throat constricted in panic as he backed away.


  “Alan. Your father sends a message,” the man yelled through the door. “I’m putting it in your mail slot. It has my phone number and his. I’ll be going now,” the man said, and then, sure enough, a yellow envelope was shoved through the mail slot.


  “You tell that no good son of a bitch to leave me alone, do you understand? Go away!” Alan screamed. Christopher never replied, and after a while, Alan approached the door cautiously to look out. His doorstep was empty. He reached down and plucked the yellow envelope up, stormed into the kitchen, and threw it away. Later that night, after making love to Tommy, Alan got up and made his way into the kitchen. He dug through the trash and found the envelope. After wiping some grease off, he stared at it for what seemed like an eternity. He sat down at his kitchen table and slid a window open. After lighting a cigarette, he thumbed the envelope to break the seal and pulled out a letter.


   


  Dear Alan,


  I have sat here at my desk on occasion to write you, on several occasions, for the past six months, ever since Wells told me he knew where you were. I have started, stopped, thrown away, and restarted letter after letter, trying to think of what to say to you. The only thing I can say is how sorry I am. I know that doesn’t make up for the things I did and said to you. I know I can’t take those things back, and as I sit in this empty house, sober for the first time in more than five years, the silence is deafening. So I am not going to try and explain to you why I let myself become the monster that I was. Instead, I hope to explain to you the steps I’ve taken to get better. First of all, I entered a twelve-step program. I am sober. I go to meetings at the local Methodist church I attend in Clay Center. The minister stopped by the house one day, and he told me about an outpatient program through the hospital in Junction City. I entered rehab and did a three-month stint there. The withdrawal was terrible, and I thought I was going to die. I wanted to. As I sobered up, the realization of what I had done nearly drove me mad and made me want to drink that much more. I should have protected you. I should have been there for you. I lost a wife, but you lost your mother, and I am sorry.


  These are my sins against you: I hit you. I screamed at you. I called you names. I blamed you for the death of your mother. I blamed you for my own misery. I made you cry. I made you afraid of me. I made you hate me.


  One of my steps is to apologize to those I have wronged, but I plead with you to understand it is more than just that. I want to be your father again. I want to be your dad again. I know I don’t deserve it. I know I am not worthy of it. And if that isn’t possible, I would like to ask that you forgive me. I am not the man I used to be. I am the man I was before the bottle. I am the man who held you as an infant, who got up in the middle of the night to feed, and change, and burp you. I am the man who taught you how to ride your bicycle. I am the man who dropped you off at school and picked you up. I am the man who held your momma’s hand as she held yours, and we walked together as a family. That is who I am now. I am sorry it took you leaving me here alone in my own vomit for me to realize this. You were and always will be my proudest accomplishment.


  Your loving father,


  Mark Pemberly


  P.S. The home number is still the same.


   


  Alan shook as he read those words, his eyes clouding over and a sob escaping his lips. His anger toward the man and Alan’s desire for him to be in his life brought both infinite hope and eternal torment. Since he had arrived in California, he’d dreaded that one day he would get a phone call that his father had drunk himself to death, or worse, had killed someone on his way home from the bar. He laid his head in his arms. Sitting alone at the kitchen table, he wept, wanting more than ever the comfort of the man he had once known. He called his dad the next day.


  As the weeks flowed into months, and months turned to a year and then two, father and son tentatively began to reform a very fragile relationship. But Tommy was resistant, even detrimental, to the reconnection.


  “You’re going to go back into the wolf’s den after you escaped?” Tommy ranted at him one evening when Alan tried to talk to him about it.


  “He’s sober, Tommy. I’ve talked to his minister, the neighbors, everyone we knew together, and they all say the same thing. They brag about him and how well he is doing. It’s just a visit, for crying out loud. Why is this a problem?” Alan asked, throwing his hands up.


  “He hurt you repeatedly. What if he isn’t sober, just hiding it well? You’ll think everything is fine, and when you move back, he’ll fall off the wagon and start back over again. He doesn’t like the fact that you’re gay and with me, and he’ll never treat you the way you should be treated,” Tommy said angrily. They were talking over dinner at a local diner, whispering back and forth.


  “I’m not moving back there, Tommy. I think a visit wouldn’t be a bad idea. I mean, he is doing everything he can to show that he wants to reconnect. He even told me to bring you along, that he wants to talk to you as well,” Alan said.


  “He wants to take you away from me,” Tommy said, shaking his head. “He’s going to tell me to get lost is what he is going to say. I don’t trust him and you shouldn’t either.”


  “He can’t take me away from you. I’m over eighteen now; there is nothing he can do. Come on, Tommy, it’s been almost three years,” Alan pleaded. The rest of the conversation didn’t go well at all, and they drove home in silence. Over the days and months ahead, Alan realized he had traded one abusive relationship for another. He walked away when Tommy finally struck him and landed him in the mess he was in right now.


  He resolutely pushed those memories of that time away and continued down the hall, passing different types of offices, most of which had the same frosted glass covered with black bold letters. As he rounded the corner, he saw a cleaning lady dressed in a blue uniform bent over a mop. She straightened up, looked at him curiously, and nodded politely as he approached. He gave her a brief smile as he passed her, but she stopped him.


  “It’s Saturday, son. The elevators are down for the weekend. The stairs are back the other way,” she said, pointing behind him with a bony finger.


  “Oh. Thank you,” he said and turned on his heels.


  “It’s fine, mister. Had to tell a crying woman earlier about it. It was like she didn’t hear me. Finally went back the other way, though,” she said as he walked away, but Alan wasn’t paying much attention. He was too busy with the desire to get out of the building as fast as he could.


  Instead he stopped, turned around, and asked, “There wouldn’t be a phone in this building, would there?”


  “Yup. Down in the lobby. Keep on going down the hallway, take a right and then a left, and the lobby stairs are there. Tell the guard Nessa said to let you out when you’re done. He won’t mind,” she said with a smile and a wink.


  “Thank you,” Alan said.


  “Sho ’nuff, baby. Just be careful outside. The weather is nasty,” she said and returned to her mopping.


  Eventually, Alan found the staircase that led down to the lobby—the same one the married man had brought him up the night before, he realized as the fog started to lift in his mind—and quickly slipped down until he reached the ground floor. He opened the door leading to the lobby, feeling a whoosh of air hit him. The area smelled of pine cleaner and lemon. It was brilliantly lit, and as Alan walked into the large space, he looked up at the fresco painted on the ceiling. When the gravelly voice of a man called to him, he jumped.


  “Can I help you, young man?”


  Alan brought his startled gaze down to meet that of the older man, who had turned around behind a desk and was staring at him. His white hair was perfectly combed and his uniform was sharp.


  “Oh. Sorry. Hi. I ran into Nessa upstairs, and she said I could use the phone,” Alan said nervously. “If that’s okay.”


  The man grunted and pointed to a few private booths on one side of the lobby. Alan quickly walked toward them. The first was out of order, but it wasn’t until the guard pointed it out that Alan noticed the sign in black and white hanging on the doorknob. Embarrassed, he went to the next one and pulled the sliding door open, stepped in, and shut it behind him. He was so nervous, he stared at the phone like it was a snake. Why don’t you go home and try to work it out with Tommy? he asked himself quietly. Maybe he’s right. Maybe this is a mistake.


  He reached for the phone, picked it up, and set it back down several times before putting it to his ear. The dial tone hummed as he searched his pocket for change. He threw a few dimes in the slot and then dialed quickly before closing his eyes and holding his breath.


  One ring. Two. Three. After the disheartening fourth ring, he was about to hang up when his father’s voice came through the static.


  “Hello?”


  Alan hesitated.


  “Hello?”


  “Dad?” Alan asked meekly.


  “Hey, boy,” his father said, seeming happy to hear from him. “How are you?”


  “Oh…well…pretty rotten,” Alan said as he began to choke up.


  “What’s wrong?” Dad asked, sounding concerned.


  “Aw, Dad, I’m a mess. I’ve made a mess of myself out here. Tommy and I split up, and I don’t have a place to live. I don’t think I can make it anymore,” Alan said thickly, tears trickling down his face. It was silent on the other end, and Alan asked the question he had feared the answer to.


  “Dad…can I come home?” he asked.


  His father didn’t hesitate. “Yes. Where are you?”


  “Downtown San Francisco. I’ve got enough money, I think, for an airplane ticket,” Alan said.


  “Okay. Get to the airport and buy it. If you don’t have enough, call me back and I’ll wire it to you. Don’t worry about a thing. As a matter of fact, call me when you get to the airport, and I’ll have the ticket waiting. I’ll call them as soon as we get off the phone,” Mark said rapidly.


  Alan heard his recliner shut. He envisioned his father in the living room, now standing there, twirling the phone cord in his hand. “Dad, I…” Alan said and hesitated. His lower lip trembled, and he felt worn out but hopeful this all was going to end soon.


  “What is it?” Mark asked.


  He wanted to say “I love you,” but the words wouldn’t come. There would be time enough for that later. Right now, he had to get out of here and get to the airport. He should have enough for a taxi.


  “I can’t wait to see you,” Alan said and heard his father sigh.


  “Me neither, son. All right, get to the airport, and I’ll have the ticket ready. Call when you get there,” he said happily.


  “Okay. I’m on my way now,” Alan said. “Bye, Dad.”


  “Bye, Alan,” his dad said, and Alan hung up.


  He turned and stepped out of the booth. The lobby was abandoned, the guard having left his post behind the desk. Alan looked at the front door and decided against trying to use it and instead, pulled his bag up, tucked his head down, and headed for the stairwell to go out the back door. Since the guard seemed to have stepped out, he didn’t want to wait for him to get back to unlock the front. His heart was racing, and his feet were a little lighter. He walked back through the lobby, through the doors, to a back entrance of the building. Nessa had been right—it was nasty-looking weather out there. As he pushed the door open, the damn wet December weather slapped him on the face, and he blinked as rain blew in at him.


  The back door opened on an empty alleyway. Alan walked down a set of cement steps and headed toward the street. His sneaker-clad feet sloshed in the puddles as he made his way forward at almost a run to hail a taxi. As he broke free of the building, he heard shouting coming from his right and froze. David and the woman he’d seen in the photo were screaming at each other inside a pearl-colored Mercedes; he could hear them even though the windows were shut. She was in the driver’s seat, shaking her head, mascara running down her face, making her look like an insane clown, and David was in the passenger’s seat, gesturing emphatically as he yelled at her. Alan’s heart leaped into his throat when David turned forward and their eyes met. He stopped talking and gesturing long enough to catch his wife’s attention.


  She pointed at Alan and looked at David with a shocked look of horror on her face, and then threw her hands up in disgust. Bingo. David had just gotten outed and was now on the defensive end of her slapping and punching him. Alan smirked as she whaled on her husband, before he turned his head and raised a hand to hail an oncoming taxi.


  The woman screamed, but it was too late. Tires screeched on wet pavement as the Mercedes sped toward Alan. There was a moment when he saw the horror in David’s eyes. He felt the impact as the car hit him, and suddenly he was hurtling up over the hood, onto the windshield, over the top, and down the other side. Alan’s head hit the pavement with such force, the world faded in and out for a second. He was immersed in red light as the brakes of the car that hit him were stomped. Pain seared through Alan as he tried to raise his head off the pavement. Blood ran from his nose and mouth, and he barely registered the screams of people telling the woman she had hit someone and to stop.


  As Alan lifted his head, he caught sight of the woman staring at him in her rearview mirror. The cold satisfaction in her insane clown eyes made him shiver. If you only knew I stood up to your husband for you and your kid, Alan thought as the red lights of her brakes turned white. He’d ceased to be a person and had simply become an object of disdain and disgust. He closed his eyes once more as the sound of squealing tires and screaming pedestrians filled the air…


  ***


  On Frederick Street, in Clay Center, Kansas, in the house he’d once loved, in a familiar room, in a familiar bed that hadn’t been slept in for almost three years, Alan opened his eyes to the sound of a gunshot…and then the nightmare began.


  Chapter 1


  2013


   


  The Kansas state line had been crossed about an hour earlier, and I-70 stretched on forever in front of Jonathan David as his Dodge tore through the plains state at eighty miles an hour. The window was down, and the warm summer wind blew in, bathing his sweat-soaked body. The air conditioner was on the fritz again and gave off only strange noises rather than cool air. He shut it off and reached down beside him, blindly grabbing for the pack of Marlboro Lights he had sitting in the center console. He lit one up, inhaling deeply before exhaling a plume of bluish-gray smoke through his nostrils and mouth. The tendrils of smoke got caught on the wind and whipped past his face and out into the fiery glow of a quickly approaching evening as darkness descended like ink across the eastern expanse of prairie sky. He smiled to himself; he was going home, back to the familiar, back to where he’d been happy. Well, he had never really ever been happy in his life, but this was the closest he had ever come.


  As he looked out over the darkened plains that whipped past him as his forty-thousand-dollar jukebox on wheels plowed the black-top roads, he thought, You aren’t in Detroit no more. He hated that place, the city of empty and broken dreams, where one could find himself staring down death either by gangbangers with murder in their eyes or by the prostitutes with the forced sway of their hips, offering their poisonous wares while their pimps looked on, salivating over the money their golden girls would hand over at the end of their shifts. Drive-by shootings, fire bombings…a place where residents looked forward to winter, because criminals, like the rest of the wild animals in the world, seemed to hibernate in the deep depression of the cold months. Summer was hell, as the heat poured over the concrete jungle that time had forgotten, drug dealers, disgruntled teenagers, and dangerous cops prowling the neighborhoods like jackals ready to pick off the weakest among the populace.


  There, his private Vietnam remained among the broken cracks of sidewalks that hadn’t ever been repaired. He occasionally looked up the house of his childhood on Google Maps, like a sorcerer scrying through a crystal ball. He would do it late at night, while his lover slept, looking with sick fascination at the house that had once been meticulously cared for, but now had boarded windows and a screen door barely hanging on to its frame. Those that weren’t boarded up remained curtainless and hollow, like a corpse that had lost its eyes during the process of decomposition.


  He had dreamed of standing outside the house armed with a Molotov cocktail he would ignite and send hurling into the living-room window and then watch as the flames engulfed the house slowly. But that dream would turn to a nightmare as the house began to scream in agony, along with the spirits and memories and pieces of him left there. He had been to war long before he joined the Army after that horrible day on September 11, 2001. As a matter of fact, resting in the arms of those in his command, he had, for the first time in his life, known peace even in the midst of all the insanity happening around him. But Kansas had been different. It had been gentle with him, almost nurturing to him when he’d come here to Fort Riley almost eight years ago.


  He worried he was chasing a memory, that the most positive four years of his life had faded into the recesses of time, like castles built of clouds, easily swept away with the wind of change and now someone else’s to look upon as they lay in the grass looking up toward the heavens. But he was willing to risk it, to risk everything, like Roland of Gilead looking for his beloved tower, like Gollum searching for his precious, this lonely soul plowing through the countryside as night closed in on the midnight hour, seeking peace not knowing, and like the other two, not caring what the price might be. He leaned back in his seat and rested his head on the headrest and stretched his weary body a little.


  Unlike Detroit, there was no urban sprawl to be seen in any direction out here. Exactly the opposite was true. The only thing sprawling along I-70 were the open fields rolling along on the hills that rolled out from Missouri and into Kansas.


  The east side of Kansas wasn’t as flat as the west side was, past Salina. Fort Riley had been built strategically around rolling hills that looked out over the prairies of the plains state. Perhaps it was the contrast that fascinated him, the fact that Kansas was not what he was used to, that made him want to be there. It seemed he would do anything to make his life exactly opposite of the life he had been born into. Sure, they had Topeka, the state capital, but that was an urban oasis in the middle of nowhere, a place they could visit long enough for Jonathan to get sick of and then be able to leave. He loved that idea.


  While he drove onward, rock and roll blared out of the speakers from a CD mix he had made before hitting the road. He had hit random on his stereo to make sure he wouldn’t know what was coming on next. He liked the thrill of the drums, the squeal of the electric guitar, and the occasional drama of the piano played heavy.


  He imagined himself standing in front of thousands of people singing his heart out to them—a little fantasy he played in his head as he sang along with the tracks. The CD player in his dash had seen almost as many miles as the Durango had. He looked in his rearview mirror for telltale signs of lights on the freeway behind him, perhaps a cop car out looking to pop someone, but there was nothing there but his past. He smirked, took another drag of his vice, and with his thumb, pushed the rearview mirror up so he couldn’t stare at it.


  Foreigner was telling him it always felt like the first time, and Jonathan David thumped the steering wheel as he put distance between himself and everything he was leaving behind. Every minute, every mile marker, every turn of his wheels meant he was closer to freedom—a never-ending search. Yet, this was a first for him. Returning to a place was not his style—quite the contrary, in fact. Jonathan loved new places and new faces. He loved fresh starts and had made plenty of them now that he was in his early thirties. So many faces he had once looked upon were removed from his life by time and, now, by distance. He missed them. He loved them, in fact, but he couldn’t stay. He thought they’d probably known that from the moment they’d met.


  The track quit playing and the truck was suddenly quiet save for the engine and the sound of the wind. Jonathan inhaled deeply, the sweet smell of grass wet with summer dew filling his lungs as he drove the familiar road. For being on the road almost thirty-six hours, stopping only to refuel, sleep, and eat, he felt pretty good. He had enough caffeine in his system to power a small industrial plant, and the half-smoked carton of cigarettes kept him from chewing his fingernails, a bad habit of his. The trip to meet with his publisher in Texas had been well worth the drive, since he loathed flying.


  The next track started up, and the familiar opening bars brought his mood down a little, as it usually did, but instead of skipping it, he leaned forward and cranked the volume up louder. It was fitting, really, this melancholy song that was so familiar to him. It had been an anthem for him for most of his life. Ever since his sister had given him his first CD, he had played the album over and over again. Listening to it late at night while the rest of the house slept, the lyrics empowered him, and the piano called to him like an angel calling him from some distant portal. Tonight, he was traveling back through a portal he’d never thought he would ever return through. As the sun finally set in the western sky, and the deep blues and purples of the night took over, the anthem played out over the speakers: The skies were pure and the fields were green, the sun was brighter than it’s ever been…


  He listened in reverence as Meat Loaf sang, his high voice pounding out along with Jim Steinman’s piano. Each note stirred a dusty memory, dry as sand, and sent them swirling, waiting in line to pass over the always active movie screen that was his mind, a constant production with endless scenes from his life. As he mouthed the words, and his cigarette burned down closer to his long, thin fingers, his thoughts went back to places he had been… We got in trouble but we sure got around… His throat turned as arid as bones that had just been rattled, having never been buried deep enough. Six feet, eight feet, twelve feet, it really didn’t matter—they always found their way up and out. He smirked thinking about it. Trisha Yearwood had a song called “The Song Remembers When,” and nothing was truer than those words. Especially tonight, right now, as he rocketed toward his destination.


  The crescendo of the song was coming up, and as Jim pounded away at the piano toward the end, Jonathan shivered in his seat. A cold chill cascaded through him and down the length of his T-shirt, soaked in the back from a cool sweat. The cherry on his cigarette was now down to the point where it was burning his knuckles, and he let it burn. He was dying to feel something, and as always, pain would suffice. “Objects in the rearview mirror may appear closer than they are.” The track ended, but Jonathan was so lost in thought that when his phone rang beside him, he jumped and jerked the Dodge to the right ever so slightly. Correcting the vehicle and calming his beating heart, he reached for the Droid and saw who was calling. His mood lifted as he slid his thumb expertly across the face of the device and answered.


  “City Morgue. You stab ’em, we slab ’em,” he said, suddenly realizing how parched his throat was.


  “Hey, handsome. You gonna get here sometime this century or what?” Eddie asked.


  “Yeah, yeah, I am on my way. I just crossed the state line. It’s another two hours between here and Topeka, and another two hours from there to Clay Center.” Jonathan yawned. “Sorry.”


  “I didn’t catch that last part,” Eddie said.


  “It’ll be another two and a half hours or so. I should make it in about ten o’clock. You getting settled in all right there?” Jonathan asked as he fished another cigarette out of the pack and lit up.


  “Yeah, the movers were a big help. They set everything where I needed it, so I’ve just been going through boxes and unpacking everything. By the way, I picked us up some Chinese food in Manhattan earlier today, in case you’re hungry when you get in.”


  He loved hearing Eddie’s voice on the phone; it always soothed his nerves. “Sounds good. In what condition did you find the house?” he asked curiously.


  “Tip-top shape. The lady, Betty…was that her name? Yeah. She met me at the front door with the key and the deed in hand. We did a last walk-through, and she said she could call someone if anything was out of place or not up to our standards, but it was immaculate. They did exactly as we asked,” he said.
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