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        “There will be time, there will be time

        To prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet;

        There will be time to murder and create,

        And time for all the works and days of hands

        That lift and drop a question on your plate;

        Time for you and time for me,

        And time yet for a hundred indecisions,

        And for a hundred visions and revisions,

        Before the taking of a toast and tea.”

      

        

      
        ― T.S. Eliot, The Wasteland, Prufrock and Other Poems
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        July 1953

      

      

      

      The animals are acting strange. Somehow, they’re always the first to know. They can sense his moods better than I can, and believe me, I’ve gotten pretty good.

      “Smells amazing!” he exclaims as he steamrolls into the kitchen and plants a peck on my cheek.

      My hands shake, but I keep on keeping on. Meaning, I stick to the plan. I’m flustered still, which pretty much sums up the state I’ve been in since my eyes landed on him, but more on that later.

      Trust me, it’s a lot to digest.

      At the moment, I’ve got a pretty full plate.

      “And you look amazing,” he tells me as he washes up at the sink. “Remind me—how did I get so lucky?”

      I shrug and offer a fake smile. The devil has his ways.

      Never mind that he’s going to kill me six ways to Sunday. Good thing it’s only Friday. I still have time to get myself out of this calamity, otherwise known as the fight for my life. On the bright side, I’ve done it before.

      I’ve changed his mind.

      I’m sure if I concentrate hard enough, I can do it again.

      Unfortunately, having any sort of coherent thought feels next to impossible. It’s stifling outside, and it’s even hotter in here. The humidity is unrelenting and oppressive, like this town. And if the heat of a thousand suns weren’t enough to bear, Mary Baker showing up here unannounced was the nail in the coffin.

      It’s such a shame. I swear, if her face is the last I see before I die, I know for sure I’m going to live in eternal hell. They say you recognize your friends when things get rough, and I am finding that more and more true.

      When Mary called this morning, I told her not to bother, and yet, here she is. Betrayal is always painful. No matter how cynical you are, it hurts. Mary, like most women in this town, is very focused on maintaining her status. Part of that is what people think about her. As such, she must comply with demands.

      Now, he’s going to kill me and her both. What does he care?

      He could wait until she leaves, but knowing him, he’ll do it just to prove a point. Look at me, look what I can do. They should have seen it coming. Why didn’t they see it coming?

      Oh, I did.

      I do.

      That’s how I ended up here, standing with this metaphorical gun to my head. Everything is some sort of competition with him, only he never lets you know what game you’re playing.

      And rules? Forget about rules.

      This gives him the advantage, which he doesn’t want to admit he desperately needs.

      But I know better.

      If only Mary did.

      She doesn’t, so he plays the perfect gentlemen, forcing my hand. He offers her the tea and shortbread. “That’s for the Forresters, remember, dear?” I say with an amiable smile.

      “I’m sure they won’t mind if there’s a little missing.” He takes a cookie and stuffs it in his mouth. “How can I resist?”

      I move the plate away. “Try.”

      “Come on now,” he says through a mouthful. “Is there anything you do that isn’t irresistible?”

      Mary sighs wistfully. “Newlyweds.”

      I watch as she shoves a shortbread wedge in her mouth, while he covertly spits his into a napkin and I ball my fists. This is not how this day was supposed to go.

      “I hope you don’t mind my dropping by,” Mary says, gulping her tea.

      He crosses the room, leans back against the counter and folds his arms across his broad chest. His hair is damp with sweat and his skin is glistening, and why does no one tell you the devil can look this good? When he flashes his dimples, she’s putty in his hands. “Not at all.”

      Mary looks at me. “It’s just when I heard you were under the weather, I thought I might pop over and see if there was anything I could do.”

      “I’m fine,” I say.

      “She’s fine,” he agrees. “The heat makes my wife restless.”

      Mary starts coughing then, and she takes a long time to stop.

      “Gina is always happy to have company,” he offers, refilling her tea. “She gets lonely out here—and you know what they say about lonely women.”

      Mary doesn’t realize it wasn’t a question. I know because between coughing fits, she says, “What do they say?”

      He looks at me quizzically, and I see murder behind those eyes. “Why don’t you tell her, darling?”

      I wipe the sweat from my brow and set about clearing the table. We made love here just this morning, and it was hot even then. “He’s being facetious,” I explain to Mary. “I could never get lonely out here. How could I?” I say, looking at him. “When there’s so much that needs tending to.”

      His face shifts and his eyes cloud over. He’s growing bored, and it’s the worst thing for him to be. I’ve never wished we were alone more than I do at this moment.

      “If walls could talk,” Mary stammers. She’s not looking good. Her color has turned ashy, and her once rosy red lips now boast a blueish tint.

      No. No. No.

      I probably should have protested a little more, but the outcome was inevitable. Someone was always going to die, and that someone could still be me.

      “Yes,” he says, eyeing me. “If walls could talk.”

      I feel a story coming, and our guest does too. You could even say she has expectations. My husband likes to regale the men in town with tales of my prowess. I suppose that’s one way to put it. The nice way. Soon enough, rumors spread, and the wives began turning up at the front door to see what’s in the water.

      Nothing good, I’ll tell you that.

      This is his game. I’m just a player in it. Somewhat unwillingly, although, as they say, it takes two to tango. Remember how I said the devil has his ways?

      It’s true.

      He doesn’t get far into his story before our guest collapses onto the floor, clutching her pearls. She just kind of deflates. Her ashen skin turns pale, her eyes roll back, she convulses a bit, and then she is still.

      “Oh, look,” he says. “We got ourselves another one.”

      I lean down and pat Mary Baker’s hand. Not because I’m trying to help. We’re well past that. I’d like to say this is my first time seeing a dead person, but I can’t lie. We’re well past that, too.

      He squats down beside me. “My wife is good at a lot of things,” he says, gazing into Mary’s empty stare. “Sad to say, cooking is not one of them.”

      “They weren’t meant for her,” I reply bitterly. “Seeing as she’s the police chief’s wife.”

      “Oh well. I never really cared for her. You?”

      “Of course not. But that’s not the point.”

      I stare at him for a long beat, expecting him to respond, but he doesn’t. He’s never this careless. That’s how I know he’s up to something. That’s how I know I’m about to die. Finally, he leans forward and wipes the sweat from my brow. “You look beautiful when you’re angry.”

      I don’t mean to flinch, but I do. I’ve seen how this ends.

      “Now, go strip yourself down,” he tells me. “I’ll leave what you need outside the door.”

      “I’m not putting on a dead woman’s clothes.”

      He hands me a silk scarf from the rack by the door. His favorite. “You are,” he says. “And then you’re going to drive her car out to that spot I showed you. The one where we stopped to pick lemons on our honeymoon.”

      “That was a day trip, hardly what I’d call a honeymoon.”

      “Strange. I recall you being rather pleased.”

      I start to argue, but he says, “That’s the thing about women. You can never make them happy.”

      The phone rings. It’s Mona. I take the call in the living room and keep it short, but Joel knows I’m talking about him, because when I come back I see his eye on the ax he keeps by the door. “Let’s try to minimize distractions. We have a lot of work ahead of us.”

      He can say what he wants. This is not the time to disagree. “Great. While I’m playing dress up, what are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to take care of the body.”

      The way he says it—so nonchalantly, like we’re having a discussion about what’s for dinner, or the fence that needs mending. It might have gone on like that for a long time, but then we hear tires on gravel. “Expecting someone?”

      A knot forms in my throat. I shake my head.

      I hear him sigh, and I feel the remaining air being sucked out of the room, out of the town, out of the universe, before I understand the reason. His jaw tightens. “What have you done?”

      I’d speak if I could. Instead, I follow his gaze out the window. I watch as the police cruiser comes barreling toward the house, and I wonder if this could finally be the end.
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        Seven months earlier

      

      

      

      Here lies a weak man. The world is full of them. But now is not the time to bite off more than I can chew. Like they say, you have to bloom where you’re planted and, well, that’s exactly what this fella is going to do from this day forward.

      First, though, I have to make him dead. All is well. I have a plan. I always have a plan. Not surprisingly, he’s not making my plan easy.

      Asphyxiation is a lot harder than it sounds, and though it’s a crisp, early winter’s day, I’ve already broken a sweat.

      The easiest thing to do would have been to bring him to his final resting place already dead, but the best laid plans often go awry.

      “Please,” he begs. “I have a family.”

      “Treasures gained by wickedness do not profit, but righteousness delivers from death. That’s⁠—”

      “Proverbs,” the man says. “I know.”

      I make a tsking sound. “Seems there’s a disconnect between knowledge and application somewhere.”

      He looks at me like he doesn’t know what to say, like he can’t believe his bad luck. Like, who is this guy?

      I raise the shovel. This isn’t the way I wanted to go about his death. The truth is, it’s messy, but I’m not exactly looking for a wrestling match either. I’ve already tried to suffocate him twice, and somehow he’s breathing easier than I am.

      “Please.”

      I start toward him, the shovel overhead, ready to strike.

      “Please!” he cries. “Just shoot me.”

      I hate it when they beg. It just delays the inevitable, and quite frankly, it puts a foul taste in my mouth. Why does everyone have to be so weak?

      “Fine,” I say, pulling the .38 from my belt. I aim for the spot just between his eyes. His pupils dilate. I change my mind and take aim at his chest. The hammer falls. “Not a problem.”

      One shot, center mass. He drops, and he bleeds out into the dirt. Blood has sprayed upon the surface of the hole I dug and the surrounding trees; it’s crimson paint against nature's canvas. Less mess than my usual work, but messy still.

      I walk over to the man, Joseph McFarland—or just “Joe.” His ID says “McFarland,” but it's an alias among many: David Flack was his real name. Not a nice guy.

      Stephanie Reynolds was his ex-wife, his second ex-wife, and he has a child somewhere, possibly in this very town. He also has a rap sheet that goes back years for fraud, abuse and more charges of abuse, possession and distribution of narcotics, trafficking in stolen goods, disorderly conduct and more. He’s currently awaiting trial on several counts of tax fraud—he’s a dentist—sexual assault, and various other charges that would make you shake your head in disbelief if you could believe it. Again, he’s a dentist.

      Mrs. Reynolds has been waiting for justice for six months now; she finally got the call last week that it was a go. She isn’t doing too great—she has always been a bit unstable—but she’ll do well to get some closure on this asshole who used to beat her and got her hooked on drugs.

      I know, I’ve done my homework.

      Stephanie Reynolds knows every word to every song ever dedicated to an ex-wife; she’s an expert on cutting remarks and silent treatments. She can recall with precision what Joe did or didn’t do on each of their anniversaries. She hates the man with a passion beyond the capacity of any ordinary woman. Mrs. Reynolds hasn’t been able to find work because of Joe—he said some terrible things about her around town. She has bills stacked from here to eternity because of him, and she has no money to pay them. He hid all their assets and drained their accounts before skipping town to start over under another name. According to his ex, her parents are dead because of him; even her dog is dead because he fed it table scraps laced with rat poison. There’s not much else to be said about Joe McFarland. If even half of that is true, it’s more than enough.

      What kind of monster poisons a dog?

      The kind that’s, as they say, better off dead.

      I empty his pockets. There’s a knife, some spare change, a can of dip, a little booklet, and his wallet, of course. It’s nothing special—standard stuff, at least to me. I lay it all out beside him, then gather it all up when I’m finished with the heavy lifting. I’ll dispose of it elsewhere.

      First things first. I lift him—he's heavy—and dump him into the shallow hole, where I saw off his hands and feet, and hammer out his teeth. Later, I’ll bag them up—they’ll want them in lieu of a body.

      Once that is taken care of, I continue digging until the job is complete. Tomorrow a new body will find its permanent resting place on top of his, one Edward Defoe, for whom this grave was intended.
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      I happen upon the ad quite by accident, the way any good fortune happens, I suppose. The Farmer’s Almanac was the only interesting thing among the man’s possessions. He had it folded on the crease of the advert section. Only a monster would treat a book like that, but Mr. Flack had more interest in other people’s belongings than his own, so I guess it makes sense.

      The ad was circled several times in thick black ink. PERFECT BRIDE GUARANTEED.

      Once I’d completed the job, I took a beat to cool down and catch my breath. I sat in the truck, flipping through the Almanac, until eventually, my appetite got the better of me and I decided to stop in town at the feed store. Mrs. Martin makes the best cold cuts and I needed to pick up a few provisions.

      I turned over the ignition, tossed the book into the passenger seat, and didn’t give it a second thought.

      Mostly, I was thinking about the bag of hands and feet and teeth and whether it was a good time to return them to their rightful owner.

      In the end, my empty stomach won out, and I made a right-hand turn into Martin’s Seed and Feed.

      As Old Man Martin rang up my items, I noticed there was something about the way he was looking at me suspiciously, out of the corner of his eye, and with a certain amount of pity. Almost like he knew about the body parts in the cooler in the bed of my truck. Almost like he’d just figured out who and what I really am. Although, that’s impossible.

      Regardless, he had that judgmental look about him, the kind I never much cared for. Not that I’m too keen to care what anyone thinks. A town like this, well, sure enough, that ship has long sailed.

      Martin smiled as he tallied my purchases, but we both knew what he was thinking. My crop hadn’t turned up squat the past two seasons. Why did I think this season was going to be any different?

      The thing is, I know something Old Man Martin doesn’t, something that oughta knock that smug grin right off his face. Some people approach every problem with an open mouth. I am not one of them.

      My Pa always said sometimes you gotta eat a little crow in life, and I knew this interaction with Martin was one of those times. Pa told me not to worry too much. “It all evens out in the end.” I wondered what Curtis Martin knows about that.

      “Glad you came in, Miller,” he said, punching buttons on his register. “Saves me a phone call.”

      I kept my head down and did my best not to look him in the eye. “Betsy has a niece coming to town two weeks from Friday. We thought you might swing by for dinner.”

      This was a development I wasn’t expecting. “Two weeks from Friday?”

      He nodded at the calendar on the wall and then walked over and stabbed at the date with a fat finger. “Yep, the twenty-eighth.”

      “I’ll be out of town that week. Got a job up in Beaumont.”

      He shook his head like he knew I was lying, which I wasn’t. I’d find a job wherever, whenever, if it meant getting out of dinner with the Martins. Let’s just say the genetics in that family leave a lot to be desired. Pa always had a lot to say about it. She'd make a train take a dirt road.

      She's ten miles of bad road.

      She's so ugly, she has to keep a pork chop tied around her neck to get the dog to play with her.

      Martin looked genuinely disappointed. “That’s too bad.”

      “A good day’s work is a good day’s work,” I said, handing him a crisp five-dollar bill. I should have rubbed a little dirt on it, as Mama would have said, but I didn’t want Martin to worry about me too much. See, I’m doing just fine.

      “A good day’s work. Amen to that.” He put the money in the till and then counted out my change. I watched his hands as he closed the register. Pa always said you could tell a lot about a man’s hands. “Storm’s a comin’,” Martin announced, stealing my thoughts. “I suppose you’d better get a move on.”

      I gathered my haul, ever thankful for the rain. When he moved to help, my stomach flip-flopped. “I can manage.”

      “That’s too bad about Sarah,” he said, ignoring me. Martin is old and stubborn. It was hard to tell which was the bigger problem.

      I motioned to him I had it, just in case it was his hearing. I couldn’t let him get near my truck. Not only were there the spare body parts, who knows what else he might find. “Sarah?”

      Curtis Martin glared at me with a hopeless expression. “Betsy’s niece.”

      “Oh, right.”

      “You need a good woman in your life, kid.”

      I started to speak, but closed my mouth. It’s a special skill, like speaking several languages, or keeping your mouth shut in one. “I’ve got the bags. The rest I’m just going to toss in the passenger seat, if you don’t mind.”

      Martin followed me to the truck and swung the passenger door open. “I heard about Red.”

      My throat went dry as a bone. Like it folded up on itself. A weaker man might’ve gotten choked up.

      He shook his head. “I’m really sorry.”

      I shrugged and thought about what Pa told me to say to people after Mama died, and that’s what I told Martin. “She had a good life.”

      He looked confused at first, but then he did what most people do and pretended like he wasn’t. “Speaking of, son,” he said, walking around the truck to where I was standing. He placed his hand on my shoulder in a way that made me feel very uncomfortable. So uncomfortable I hardly heard what he said. His voice sounded far off, like it was coming from a thousand miles under the sea. “Give it some thought, would you? About supper. Perhaps things can be rearranged. Perhaps⁠—”

      “Sure,” I said, my word full of empty promise. I slung a bag of feed over my shoulder, considering what I’d do if he found the bags with the hands and the feet, or if he touched me or called me son again. “I’ll give it some thought.”

      He took a deep breath in and let it out slowly, almost like he was relieved. Almost like he believed me. “It’s not good for a man to be alone. It’s not the way God intended it.”

      “I’m not alone.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Just then, his eyes landed on the cooler. I followed his gaze to the blood smeared on the side. “Been huntin’, eh?”

      “Had to cut out early,” I said, pointing at the sky. “On account of the storm.”

      “I envy you, kid. It’s been forever since I shot anything good enough to write home about. The missus doesn’t let me stray too far.”

      Martin walked around and closed the passenger door. I slid into the driver’s seat. He motioned toward the Almanac, folded open to the heavily circled ad. “Looks like you might soon learn a thing or two about that.”

      I smiled like I might be embarrassed that he’d busted me. “God willing.”
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      The encounter with Martin afforded me just enough of an edge to try to outrun the impending storm, and just enough paranoia to do what should have already been done. I put the pedal to the metal of that old Ford, but I didn’t go home. I decide to pay Layla—not her real name, of course—a visit.

      By the time I park the truck outside the Apricot Inn, darkness has fallen like a veil of mourning. The wind had picked up like the whirring of gears as the clouds amassed over the pavement. The storm brought with it a chill, and though I’ve never minded the cold, it looks like the sky is going to open up at any minute. I hate for my bags of feed to get soaked, but this is a visit that can’t wait.

      Two raps on the door to room number seven and there stands Layla in a pink nightie and fuzzy slippers like something you see in a seedy film, the kind they show at the theater next to Danny’s Bar, down off Main Street. Not too popular a venue with the townsfolk, but plenty of backroom deals to be had if one fancied himself the adventurous kind.

      A curious pair of eyes peer at me from beneath pink silk and red hair.

      “Hey, cowboy,” she whispers seductively.

      “Are you alone?” I ask, scanning the room, searching her rosy flesh for any sign of deceit.

      “’Course I’m alone,” she tells me as I brush past her, bolting the door behind me. “I was expecting you.”

      Her first lie. It won’t be the last. “Good, I can’t stay long.”

      She rubs up against me like an alley cat. Her ample chest spills out of her nightie, and she presses it against me gently. “When do you ever?”

      “A guy named Ray is going to come by in about an hour. I need you to give him this.” I set the cooler on the floor.

      “What’s in it?”

      “I don’t think you want to know.”

      I take a couple of bills from the man’s wallet and lay it on the nightstand. “For your trouble.”

      Then I glance at the door and back at her.

      “I don’t understand you, Cowboy.” She trails her fingertips down the front of my shirt. “Why are you always paying me to sleep with your friends, never you?”

      “What can I say? I’m a good friend.”

      Layla glances at the money on the nightstand. “The best.”

      She takes a closer look at the money and rubs the tip of her finger across the corner of the bill.  “Your generosity is more than enough compensation, considering that most of the men who visit me are usually ill-mannered creeps with disgusting habits.”

      “Don't ever tell anyone I pay your room and board. Tell ‘em you earn it with your... talents,” I say.
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"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/mail-order-bride-cover-1707x2560-vellum.jpg
FIRST
PUBLICATION
ANYWHERE

A T;lRILI.ER NOVEL





