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Chapter One
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Sitting at my battered old desk inside of my basement, I suddenly heard a loud persistent knocking at my upstairs front door. 

Placing aside my pen and notebook I stood up and moved to the nearby basement steps, where I could suddenly hear my stepsister swinging open the front door and announcing in a loud pointed voice, “Oh it’s the police!”

She wanted to be sure I had heard her. 

And then I could hear the cops telling her about a complaint the police had gotten from the local newspaper editor. A letter, complaining about the government’s crackdown dissenters and civil rights—calling local officials Nazis.

Naturally, my so-called sister made things worse. She pointed out that I was eccentric, and said she hoped I hadn’t hurt anyone.

I decided this was the perfect moment to introduce myself to the cops.

I stumbled into the foyer and found two suspicious cops staring at me. as if I’d crawled from under the floorboards of a funeral home.

I kindly asked them if they were the men from the Salvation Army, because I had tons of clothes to donate to the less fortunate. And I asked them to kindly follow me down into the basement, but one cop placed a heavy hand on my shoulder. and firmly shook his head.

I shriveled up my shoulders and told him not to hurt me, I was just an old man, and I only wanted to get rid of some old clothes, was all.

My stepsister snickered loudly and told the cops that I was only acting, and that I had made her and her husband’s life a pure hell. 

And then the doorbell rang. 

It was my Black friend, Fred. When I heard him calling out my name, I decided to slink back down into my basement apartment. 

When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I paused. The cops were staring down at me, with bewilderment. I grabbed my left leg, limped painfully out of view, and unlocked the tall, metallic door to my bedroom — two deadbolts, slow and careful.

Inside was my sanctuary. Queen-sized bed. Computer. And thousands of dollars’ worth of surveillance equipment.

I powered up the computer. And instantly the live feed appeared, and I had a clear sharp view of my former upstairs living quarters, captured by wall-clock cameras, and wall-art cameras.

My little spy cameras were equipped with motion detection, night vision, and rotating lenses. Close-ups. Wide shots. You name it. Everything.

From my basement bedroom I watched Shanna as she marched angrily toward the front door, the cops behind her, both shaking their heads.

Fred stepped into the little ornate foyer, wrinkled khakis, wrinkled shirt, derby hat tilted defiantly upon his proud black head, as Shanna circled him like a guard dog, her brown eyes sharp and appraising.

And then with a loud grunt of disapproval she snapped her head up rigidly, and furiously pointed toward the basement door.

Fred came down the basement steps muttering to himself.

He waited patiently as I unlocked the twin deadbolts; and then slipped angrily inside.

“Do you know what that half-sister of yours said to me?” he hissed. “Told me I should’ve taken my sorry old ass around back. Said the front door was for legitimate guests!”

“That’s progress,” I said. “In the old days she wouldn’t have said anything at all. Just pointed. I’ve been telling you since the day I got back from Colorado. She’s as mean as a rattlesnake. A mean, conniving, wench! And wretched. I’m vacationing for three months in glorious Colorado. Fish, leaping left and right, and I come home, and what do I find? A pair of squatters! My own stepsister, and that weak-go-along-to-get-along doormat husband of hers, are camping out in my home! 

“Sure! I gave them permission to stay until they found suitable housing, after being kicked out of their old apartment, for being dead-beats, but did I tell them they could move in, permanently, no! My house is now occupied by a couple of no-account squatters, my own stepsister, whose diapers I changed, when she was just a squalling snotty nosed little monster? My own stepsister! And that sneaky-eyed husband of hers. They are itching to put their boots up my butt! And shove me—the homeowner—to the curb! And they’ll do anything legally to get rid of me. And maybe things that aren’t so legal!”

I shook my head.

“This damnable part of the world is looking crazier and damnable every day, the whole damn world including my so-called sister, has lost its ever-loving mind!”

Fred looked doubtfully at me. 

“And you just gonna sit back, and enjoy the abuse? Uh-uh, not if I know you, and I know you very well, you’re not going to just stand by and take it! So, what’s the plan?”

I smiled. “For right now, Fred, my man, there is no plan. I’m just going to lay back and do what I do best, play dead. As dead as they think I am. You see, the thing I have that works in my favor is that they don’t know that I’m on to their dastardly little game. And that gives me the upper hand. And so for now, I’m just going to settle back, study the terrain, and wait. Until Shanna reveals her hold-card. Until that devilish little hellcat lets me know exactly what she’s planning. Until then... I’m just going to wait... And play dead. Wait for the right moment... to strike back.”

Upstairs as Shanna and her husband, Mister Weak Knees strolled casually into the living room and slumped down on the sofa, I could hear Shanna sighing, and saying hopefully:

“We could say... he’s unstable, couldn’t we?”

Bingo.

“There are facilities,” she added. “Places that help people ... like him?”

People like me—huh?

I magnified the image until her face filled the computer screen. Every pore. Every conniving little facial twitch.

Fred at my side shook his head. “Man,” he said, “they really gonna do you like that?”

I cracked my knuckles.

“They’ve underestimated two things,” I said. “My patience. And my filing system.”

I opened a folder labeled FAMILY.

Inside: emails, voicemails, text messages, recorded arguments, mortgage records, tax irregularities. And there was nothing illegal on my end. Just facts. Sneakily gotten, facts, but cold, boring, devastating facts: that I could use, in an emergency.

“You see—they think—I’m just an old fool.”

Fred snorted. “You are an old fool.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And nobody’s more dangerous than an old fool; with too much time on his hands; and a good Wi-Fi system.”

Then I shut off the computer monitor and stood up with a wide conniving smile.

“Fred,” I said, “you hungry?”

He blinked. “After all that?”

“I make a hell of a salmon sandwich,” I said. “And tomorrow, I will start doing what I do best. Writing letters.  To the editor.”

“About what?”

“About family values.” 

I slowly grinned. “What else?”
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Cherry Hills was like a gleaming oasis in the middle of nowhere. 

In Shanna’s mind, the town with its polished gates, and neatly manicured lawns and gleaming swimming pools was like a magical wonderland, filled with beauty, and elegance, and knights of commerce in shining armor.

But Cheery Hills was also a town where everyone knew their place and acted accordingly. 

Everyone flashed the same tired old smiles, everyone loved God but rarely showed their love for God, and everyone believed that charity was something to be doled out in public; with photographers and reporters recording the auspicious occasion, lavishly. 

Everyone was certain that they were fine and decent people, nothing catastrophic had ever happened in their own lives, and so quite naturally they assumed that nothing catastrophic had ever happened in the lives of the poor rest of the world.

But from my intimate observation of Shanna, I knew for a certainty, that Cherry Hills was her kind of town.

And living lavishly in her own mind, but modestly in reality, the things that she longed for the most always seemed just out of reach of her social climbing desperately grasping little fingers.

She was never satisfied with what she owned, because what she owned was never enough. And the treasures that she so eagerly cherished always seemed so close and yet so far away—at the same time.

I suspect that in her mind that she liked nothing more than rubbing elbows with the upper crust in fancy restaurants—at a respectable distance, of course—and at ease in their welcoming company she was the toast of the town, a Southern Belle amongst adoring suitors and admiring spectators.

But her only problem was that the town never fully forgave her for being born and raised on the wrong side of the tracks. 

Her fundraising activities for this or that charity, her willingness to do this, or that, or the other, for this or that organization, always fizzled, and were always snobbishly ignored.

I suspect that in her mind, the proper dress, or the right connections, would catapult her to the top of the social registry, and at last she could live the lavish life that she had always adored.

No. She never admitted that she was ashamed of her family and her low origins. 

She didn’t have to. 

I had seen the shame, and contempt that  she felt for her family, at family gatherings when her high-toned friends from her high-flying job at City Hall were very rarely in attendance, I had clearly seen  her contempt for her family when she had been promoted to assistant personnel director, in the way she had shuttle her family members off to one side of the banquet, cautioning us, not to make spectacles of ourselves.

I had seen her shame for her family in a lot of ways, but mostly, in the harsh dictatorial way that she spoke to me and other family-members, and the reverential almost awe stuck submissive way that she spoke to her sainted, skirt-chasing, collection-plate-watching pastor, her closest confidant.

And because of my long close association with my wily, faithful, stepsister, I had learned from painful experience that she was never, ever, to be fully trusted. 

And sure enough, two quiet days later (a calm before the storm?) I became very suspicious, suddenly, when Shanna’s behavior towards me went from icy cold to a phony synthetic warmness—that sent chills along the spine of my back.  

Two glorious days of peace had passed and suddenly Shanna was joyful and approachable as he had been since her fifth birthday. 

On the third morning, on her way to work, she had ducked down into the basement, and with a bright glowing smile had invited me to attend church service with her, and her boy, Kevin. 

And of course I was immediately suspicious. 

This was an old tactic she had used countless times. Butter me up, and just when I thought we were on track to being a family again, she would suddenly lower the boom, and she would be the same old mean, hate-spewing vicious Shanna.

But I was also... curious. 

Curious to see what was going on in that Tasmanian Devilish mind of hers.

Sunday morning arrived. 

I was frowning in the mirror getting dressed for church. 

Earlier, on my computer monitor, I had seen Shanna and Kevin stepping quietly into a little bathroom along the corridor, suddenly. Up until that moment they had been lounging around on the sofa, bemoaning the fact that my cantankerous unwillingness to give up the house, and just pack my few rags and disappear from their lives forever, was very rude of  me, and how awful I was to have turned their lives into a living nightmare. Shanna had finally turned to Kevin, telling him in a hushed conspiratorial tone of voice that she had finally come up with a plan that was guaranteed to get rid of me, the old fool, once, and for all. But it was at that very moment that she had strode into the bathroom, with Kevin at her heels, closing the door quietly at their backs.

I had come very close to discovering her secret plans for me, but now, I realized, as I stood in front of my bedroom mirror getting dressed, I would be forced to wait. 

And walk blindly, into the deadly little trap that she had sprung for her loving brother.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three



[image: ]




This was a very shocking development. 

Never, ever, had I been invited to attend Church with Shanna, and Kevin, that go-along-to-get-along house-pet husband of hers. 

I had always keenly suspected that showcasing her lowly embarrassing family would likely turn out to be the most humiliating devastating experience of her life.

But there it was. 

A gold-embossed invite, into her den of vipers? 

And a den of vipers, it turned out to be.

The moment I stepped through the church’s tall arching doorway, with Shanna and Kevin at my side, I suddenly felt like a sacrificial lamb: being led to the slaughter.

Judging by the smug, superior looks that I was getting from the saintly congregation, as I strode down the wide purplish main aisle, I could clearly see that this was not the kind of church where lowly sinners came to seek repentance, for their sins, but a church where the high-toned immaculately dressed  came to dispense judgement and justice, on the lowly, and the unworthy.

The church itself was enormous, the tall stained-glass windows dispersing soft golden sunbeams across the polished wooden floor were like colorful circling coins, and there was a small stature of a crucified Jesus in the very center of the plush carpeted pulpit. And vaguely amused, I could see that entire building had been designed to look more like a golden palace, than a humbled church of the Lord?

And every devout Lord-worshipping church-member was immaculately dressed, their faces expressions of smug superiority, as I strode past their golden pews.

And then: there was me. The Old Fool.

Dressed like a lowly commoner. 

A basement dweller dragged hog-tied into a den of vipers.

And what a delightful sight I must have made?

I had felt their eyes on me immediately.

And it was as if my presence was like a stain spreading across the immaculate walls of their Godless church.
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