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PROLOGUE

It sounded like the deep, raw cough of an old woman, but when Sam turned to look back, he saw a young, attractive girl, covering her mouth.

She noticed his stare and took her hand away. Forced a smile.

Sam realized he was staring right at her, right into her eyes, and the sudden consciousness made him tear his gaze away. He looked up, above her head, at an advertisement for a local community college. Some acne-scarred student smiling next to a quotation in big, white letters, about how wonderful education was.

There are stairs. That go upstairs. Only, there’s nobody there.

A tune was playing in his head that he just couldn’t shake, and the lyrics made no sense. He tried to empty his mind.

When he turned to look at the young woman again, she was standing up, moving toward the train doors, getting off at the next stop.

It couldn’t have been her who made that noise, who coughed like that, Sam thought. Must have been someone else.

He tried to concentrate on his newspaper, but there was nothing in it that interested him. He watched the woman’s back, her ass, as she disappeared from view, and the subway doors closed, and the train began to move again.

And there’s nobody there. No matter how long I wait. Nobody at all.

The next stop was his. He got out and tossed the unread paper into the nearest trash receptacle. He let the other people around him provide the current, and swam along with them, letting their movements dictate his own.

He thought of the pretty woman with the cough. Wondered what her cunt felt like. What noises she made during sex. What her mouth would feel like wrapped around his cock. What her asshole felt like.

Another day.

Nobody at all. There are stairs. That go upstairs.


PART ONE

THIS SHARED RAGE


CHAPTER ONE

Back when she was fourteen years old, Colleen used to carve words into her arms with razor blades.

Funny she should think about that now, riding the subway.

It wasn’t something she did all the time, but it occurred often enough for her mother to get very concerned and make her see a psychiatrist. An odd, mostly emotionless woman with her hair tied in a severe bun behind her head.

Colleen had tried to make it very clear that she was not suicidal. That the razor was her way of dealing with being alive. It wasn’t always clear what she was feeling, or what she was trying to say, and the razor helped her to focus sometimes.

The psychiatrist had promptly put her on anti-depressant drugs, and urged her to express what she was feeling.

Colleen decided she would rather not talk, and the sessions consisted of hours of silence. Her mother did not seem to mind that she was wasting her money. Colleen had stopped cutting herself. She eventually stopped going to the psychiatrist’s office and stopped taking the drugs.

That was because Colleen had found boys. They focused her in ways that the razor just couldn’t compete with.

But that didn’t mean that sometimes she didn’t miss the feel of the razor cutting into her flesh. Spelling out feelings she just couldn’t articulate.

Maybe I’ll take this stop, she wondered as the train slowed down. Then again, maybe not. I have a lot of time to kill.

On the days when she didn’t sleep late, she often rode the subway for hours at a time. Today, she wasn’t sure if there was anywhere she really wanted to go. But she didn’t want to spend time in her claustrophobic apartment, either.

Maybe I should look for a job, she thought. A real job.

But she knew she wouldn’t. Not today, at least. She wondered if she would ever get motivated enough to try. How much longer would she just scrape along?

She thought about the man who had been staring at her earlier, on that other train. He was attractive enough, but something about the way he looked at her scared her. In different circumstances, she might have tried to talk to him, and see where things led.

Then again, maybe not. She did follow her instincts after all. That’s how she was able to survive this long. By her wits.

She felt a tickle at the back of her throat. She hoped she wouldn’t start coughing again.

Maybe I should quit smoking, she thought.
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“Calm down!” Sam found himself shouting.

Richard Croix was standing up now, waving his arms, and shouting as well. In fact, he had started it all. His anger filled the room, and Sam was afraid that Carla would call the police this time. But he’d told her not to do that, ever. He could handle it.

“Sit down!” Sam said, getting up from his own chair.

“The fucking asshole,” Croix was saying. “He just sat there in his car, grinning at me, like it was some kind of a fucking joke. He sped away before I could pull him out of his car and tear his fucking head right off.”

“Richard,” Sam said, loud enough to get through to him, but trying to stay calm. “Richard, get ahold of yourself.”

Croix was practically foaming at the mouth. He wasn’t just telling the story, he was clearly reliving it, as angry now as when the incident originally occurred.

“Smirking at me, like some fucking retard, daring me to do something! I wanted to just rip his car door off and cut him in half with it.”

Sam put his hands on Richard Croix’s shoulders, like some kind of healing priest, and stared right into Croix’s eyes. Trying to take control of the situation, trying to exert some kind of dominance over Croix’s anger. Something a lot like electricity tingled in Sam’s hands and arms. It traveled. He could feel it in the back of his neck, and then reaching the circumference of his skull.

“Sit down,” Sam said, quietly. “Sit down and get ahold of yourself. It’s over now. It’s not happening anymore. It’s all in the past.”

Croix stopped shouting. The silence happened so quickly that Sam swore he could hear a faint hiss and crackle of electricity in the air around them, in place of the shouting. Filling the void.

“You’re losing it, Richard,” Sam said. “You’re letting it run away with you. Don’t let that happen. Don’t let it control you. Control it. You’re the master here.”

He pressed down on Croix’s shoulders, and the larger man did not resist as he dropped back into his seat, staring up into Sam’s eyes.

“That’s better,” Sam said. “You’re yourself again.”

“I was shouting again,” Croix said after a few minutes.

“Yes, you were,” Sam said. “And I had to stop you.”

“Thank you,” Croix said softly, noticeably shamed by this news. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s over now, Richard. You’re back in control again.”

“It’s just that the whole thing got me so angry.”

“And isn’t that why you’re here, Richard? The anger? You can’t let go of the anger, even days after it’s ignited. You can’t break its hold on you. Even talking about it makes you lose control.”

“I’m sorry,” Croix said, fumbling for words. He seemed so helpless, so child-like now. So unlike the roaring Vesuvius of a man who had just been shouting at the top of his lungs. “I can’t help myself.”

“No, you can’t. Not yet. But you will, Richard. That’s why you’re here. That’s why I’m here. To help you.”

“Help me,” Croix said, not so much pleading as repeating Sam’s words. His head wasn’t clear enough yet to plead.

“You’ve come to the right place, Richard. You know you have. This is my specialty, after all. I am a rage specialist.”

“It was so real,” Croix said. “Just telling you what happened, made it so real again.”

“Sounds to me like it was lucky that guy drove away before you could reach him. Who knows what you would have done if you had gotten your hands on him.”

“I would have killed him,” Croix said, softly but confidently. There was no question in it.

“Yes, you probably would have. I find it remarkable that you haven’t killed anyone yet, Richard. It’s amazing that you have any control at all.”

“It wasn’t always this bad,” Croix said, then thought about it. “But it’s always been bad. I don’t know how I haven’t killed anyone, either. I came close a few times.”

“I bet you have,” Sam said.

“Are you going to prescribe something for me?” Croix asked. “Like the other doctors?”

“No, Richard. That’s why you came to me. Because you need a different kind of treatment. Drugs don’t change anything, they just mask the anger. The behavior. And that doesn’t solve anything. You came to me because you really wanted to change. You wanted to alter your behavior.”

“The drugs I’ve taken before, they affected me badly. Made it hard to think. I couldn’t do my job right.”

“I know. You’ve had bad side effects from all of the medications you’ve been prescribed. That’s why I can help you. There will be no medication in this therapy.”

Croix looked at him, holding his hands out. He didn’t even realize he was doing it. “I’ve been like this for so long. I almost can’t imagine it any other way.”

“I know,” Sam told him. “But don’t lose hope.”

Richard Croix sat there, quietly, seeming lost and alone.

Sam Wayne glanced at his watch and then looked into Croix’s eyes. And smiled.

“Our session is done for today,” he said. “I’ll see you again tomorrow.”

Croix got to his feet. For a moment, he almost stumbled, as if the act of getting up had made him light-headed. A sudden light-headedness almost overcoming him.

“Tomorrow is fine,” Croix said. “If you can fit me in.”

“I insist on it,” Sam said. “Tomorrow, same time. I look forward to seeing you again, Richard.”

“Thank you,” Croix said, and left the room.

Sam watched the door close. A bead of sweat trickled down his forehead.

The air in the room was oppressive. He found he was having a hard time breathing.

What the fuck am I doing here? Sam wondered.

And then, as if in answer, an adrenaline rush washed over him. It was then that he felt the most alive. He felt like he could do anything, heal anyone. This sensation filled up something inside him that remained empty most of the time. Unfortunately, he knew this quickening would be fleeting. It never lasted long enough, and always left him wanting more.


CHAPTER TWO

Hot pink murmuring.

Colleen woke up to the neon sign that said, “Open All Night,” in big pink letters on the wall of her bedroom. A joke gift that had long since lost its humor. But for some reason she hadn’t taken it down.

There was someone in bed with her. Someone she didn’t recognize. Not that it was such a shock. It happened too often these days to offer any surprise.

Her life was turning into a really bad joke.

She got out of bed, holding back the beginnings of a cough, to go to the bathroom. She kicked an empty whiskey bottle along the way, and it went spinning under the bed. Where it would no doubt find companions.

She tried to pull the sheet off the bed, it was cold in the apartment, but her new “companion” was too wrapped up in it and wouldn’t budge. She shivered as she made her way through the humming pink light to the door of the bathroom.

Once inside, she covered her mouth as a coughing fit broke free from her mouth. It seemed to get worse when she stopped smoking, so she lit up a cigarette and took a drag. That seemed to quiet her down a bit. Sitting on the toilet, listening to her piss rain into the bowl, she tried to think of who the stranger was. Surely they’d been introduced before they got down to the whole fucking business.

There was a window in the bathroom, aglow from a streetlight just outside. She didn’t need to turn on the bathroom light because of this, and she stared out the window while she pissed and smoked. She had a view of the roof across the way, and the top of a lighted sign that read, “Martin’s,” flashing on and off.

There’s too much neon in my life, she thought, as she wiped herself. Wondering how much alcohol content there was in her urine these days.

The slow-motion roar of snoring cut through the air then, and she knew, at least, that her friend for the night was alive. Which she almost regretted.

Colleen resisted the urge to turn on the shower and step inside. Instead, she finished her cigarette and threw the stub in the toilet. Then she went back out to her bedroom and got back into bed.

She turned her back on the snorer. Somehow, her coughing hadn’t woken him. She was not even curious to see his face. It didn’t matter.

Knowledge wouldn’t change anything. Not now.


[image: ]



The subway train stopped and the lights flickered, then went out. Sam was wedged between a squat, round woman who looked to be wearing two sets of clothing over her already substantial bulk, and a large man in a suit who must have had an equal amount of body fat, if not more. To make matters worse, the car was full of people. They covered every available square foot of floor. He couldn’t get up right then, even if he had to.

That hadn’t stopped the old woman in front of him from glaring at him since the last stop, no doubt pissed off at men in general, and men who didn’t get up and offer their seats to old women in particular. Not that the idea of offering his seat hadn’t crossed Sam’s mind. It was almost a reflex, drilled into him since he was a little boy by his mother. Always give a lady your seat, and that goes double for the elderly. But Sam had been feeling a little nauseous, and he never got a seat on the subway. He might be selfish in his refusal get up, but that was tough shit. Sometimes you had to look out for your own well-being and comfort.

Besides, the woman’s reaction had been so obnoxious, so blatantly hostile, that he wouldn’t have accommodated her anyway. She turned to the woman next to her and said, “Men today have no manners at all,” and then made it a point to turn her eyes to Sam and glare.

Well, fuck her! He wasn’t her fucking lap dog, to jump up to attention just because she had been on the Earth a few decades more than he had. And if men like him, middle-aged white men specifically, because there was no fucking way she would have made that comment if he had been a different color or if he didn’t look so goddamned safe, lacked manners, then what about old women with snide comments and glares, and the expectation that the world owed them something for being alive? Where were her fucking manners?

And then the train had slowed down and come to a halt between stops. And the lights went out.

He could hear the old bitch breathing. And he closed his eyes, imagined hitting her repeatedly in the face, until her wrinkled head was the color of plums. And that would just be the beginning….

Before he could take his fantasy further, the lights came back on. The unscheduled stop wasn’t going to last an hour after all. The train rattled and hissed and then started moving again.

Sam felt like a steer in a slaughterhouse, shoulder to shoulder with other doomed souls, pushing forward, ever forward, to certain death.

But then he reminded himself, it wasn’t as grim as all that. He was going home after a long day.


CHAPTER THREE

When Colleen woke, it was early afternoon, and her latest visitor was long gone. There wasn’t much sign he’d been there at all. Just a half-smoked cigarette stubbed out in one of her cheap metal ashtrays. And two rolled-up twenties on the nightstand.

She hadn’t asked him for money. She never asked any of them. But most of them left some behind, anyway. She was grateful for small tokens of gratitude.

The clock radio on the nightstand said it was exactly 2:07 in glowing pink letters. The shades were all down and the room was still dark, with just a line of light coming in from the slit of space above the shades. She wrapped the sheet around her and walked to the bathroom again, then dropped her covering on the bathroom floor and took a seat on the porcelain.

While wiping herself, there was a knock at the door. She hesitated getting up. She didn’t get many visitors. Unless it was some former fuck-mate who was interested in a repeat performance, but even that didn’t happen very often, and never this early.

Not ambitious enough to search for clean clothes, Colleen picked the sheet off the floor and wrapped herself up like the Bride of Frankenstein, her hair probably looking just as bad, and moved as if in slow motion toward the door. The knocking did not stop.

She put the chain lock on. Not that it would protect her much. The door was old and thin and would probably shatter to bits if someone with any strength kicked it in. But it was like a symbol of security. The slightly rusted chain. And when it was in place, she opened the door a crack.

“Yeah?”

“Colleen?” asked a voice she recognized. “How you doing?”

She closed the door, slid the chain off and opened it again.

Turney slid inside and grinned at her as he moved toward the bed and sat down. “What’s up, girl?”

Seeing him made her glide deeper into her melancholy mood. Another lost one. She hadn’t seen him in weeks, and had even considered that he might be dead. But here he was, like a ghost that refused to stay buried.

They’d gone to high school together. While she had barely graduated, he’d dropped out the year before, and began his descent all the sooner. If she was a loser, then he was a hardcore loser. A junkie, who, despite a few attempts at getting clean, would probably die someday soon with a needle in his arm. Who wasn’t above selling his body to the lowest bidder. Turney still had a specter of his former personality. Enough to be sad and likable, and capable of bringing out whatever maternal instincts Colleen harbored.

“Where the fuck have you been?” she asked him. “I haven’t seen you in ages.”

“Been around,” Turney said, smiling sheepishly. Shrugging his bony shoulders.

She remembered when she’d first met him, in her freshman year. He was a class ahead of her. He seemed like just another normal kid, except he wore clothes that were too tight and was too shy to say much. Then, as the years went on, he loosened up and got involved with the druggie crowd. Burnouts was what everyone else called them. Since then, she’d learned he had horror stories of his own, and his self-medication seemed more than justified. But it was funny how she’d been witness to his metamorphosis. It made her feel all the closer to him.

Even though he was a year older than her, he still looked like that scared, skinny high school kid. Even though they knew each other much more intimately now than they had back then, he still seemed shy a lot of the time. Some things didn’t change.

“So what brings you here?” she asked. “Besides saying hi.”

He looked around the room. “Hadn’t seen you in a bit. Wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“I’m okay. Hanging on. Same as you.”

Despite his skinniness, he looked healthier than the last time she’d seen him. He’d had a cold then that he wasn’t able to shake. She was sure that it would turn into pneumonia. Somehow, he’d gotten past it.

“Can I stay here tonight?” he asked. “I hate to ask, but…”

“Sure thing,” she told him. She thought about the one time they’d done it, or tried to. About a month or two after she’d been on her own. He’d come over and they got to talking about how miserable their lives were. They’d even cried on each other’s shoulders. It was kind of like what she thought it must be to go to college, stay in a dorm, and share all-night talks with new friends or a roommate. Except everything they had to say was miserable. After a good cry, they’d taken off their clothes and tried to do it. It had happened spontaneously. But he couldn’t get hard, and it was just one more addition to the misery pile. She’d done all she could to convince him it didn’t matter, and after a while, he seemed to handle it okay. Now that she looked back on it, his inability to perform was probably more due to junk sickness than anything else.

“Sorry to impose,” he said, looking bashful. Like when he was a kid. “I’ll be gone in the morning.”

“Stay as long as you need to,” Colleen said. “Nobody cares. It’s not like this is a luxury hotel or nothing. As long as I get the rent paid on time, they don’t care what the fuck I do.”

Somehow, she’d been able to keep the rent payments up. And she’d been able to keep herself somewhat fed. It could have been worse. She was doing okay.

“Thanks, Colleen,” Turney said.

She sat down next to him. Put her arms around him. “No problem, kiddo.”

For some reason, she was feeling sentimental. And she had so few friends left, that it was a relief to see him again. To see a familiar face that wouldn’t condemn her.

They rocked back and forth on the bed. And then they fell back, and she held him down, and kissed his cheek now and then. He tensed in her embrace, but made no move to get away.

She started crying before she even realized. And he eventually put his arms around her as well. And they got through it.
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Sam woke in the middle of the night, shaking and breathing hard. He’d had one of his dreams again.

He turned to look at Maggie, who was still asleep beside him.

Well, if he’d made any noise, at least he hadn’t woken her. Not that it would have been the first time. The nightmares had been bothering him on and off for years now.

It had been a while since the last one, though, and he’d hoped that maybe they were over, but no such luck. He tried to remember the events of this dream. He remembered seeing blood splashing against a wall, and there was a scraping sound he couldn’t place. And of course, someone was screaming. But it wasn’t clear where he was or what was happening.

The nightmares weren’t always the same, but they were linked. They were all violent dreams. Something horrible was happening. And there was always the screaming. But it was never clear who was being harmed, and who was doing the harming.

Am I the victim in these dreams? he wondered. Or the perpetrator?

There was always such a strong sense of dread when he woke up from them. He was so sure he was in danger.

But they were only dreams.

Maggie moved slightly beside him, and he thought she was waking up, but she didn’t.

He put his head back down on the pillow and closed his eyes. He could feel his heartbeat slowing down. It wasn’t pounding in his ears anymore.

It didn’t take long to get back to sleep.


CHAPTER FOUR

“Let’s get out of here,” Colleen said. “We need some air.”

They had fallen asleep awhile in each other’s arms.

Turney pulled away and sat up on the bed, silent. She could see the fear in his eyes.

“What are you so afraid of?” Colleen asked him. “You’ve been out on your own for years now. Out on the streets. Why are you so afraid all of a sudden?”

Turney shrugged.

“Did something happen to you out there? Did someone hurt you?”

He took a moment, as if in thought. Then shook his head. No.

“Well, then, let’s get out of here. I don’t know what’s gotten into you.”

She went to the door. Opened it and looked back at him.

He was still sitting on the bed like a lost puppy.

“Come on,” she said. “There is no way I’m just staying here.”

Turney hesitated, then got up and went past her, out into the hall. He stood there as she closed the door and locked it.

She noticed that someone had replaced the bulb in the hallway. Every once in a while something actually gets fixed around here, she thought.

She walked past Turney. He didn’t move.

“Come on,” Colleen said. “It will do you a world of good.”

He was just standing there, looking down at his shoes. Clearly, he would have been content to just stay in her room forever. Like a kind of sanctuary. But the thought of staying there reminded Colleen of a prison cell. Night had fallen, and she had to get out into the world. She had to move.

She turned and looked at him. Really looked at him in the harsh light of the bare bulb that hung above them. While his face still looked as youthful as she remembered, when they were both back in school, there were wrinkles around his eyes now, faint markings on the cheeks, that gave away the fact that even Turney was getting older.

“Well?” she asked. Her hands on her hips. “Are we going outside?”

He hesitated.

“I wish you’d open up to me,” Colleen said. “If I’m letting you stay here for free, that’s the least you could do in return. You could let me know what’s got you so spooked.”

Instead of answering her, he moved away from the wall, and passed her, going down the stairs. She sighed and followed him.

Outside, the air was crisp and invigorating after the staleness of the apartment. Colleen laughed and spun around in front of him, illuminated by an overhead street lamp. In the corner of her eye, she could see the grin on Turney’s face.

“Isn’t it great to be alive?” she asked him. “If you really think about it?”

“You’re not serious,” Turney said. “Who are you supposed to be? Fucking Mary Tyler Moore?”
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Croix was back again. It was funny how the days almost blurred together.

This time he seemed calmer. He was able to talk about incidents from the past that angered him. Random incidents that should have been long forgotten. People cutting him off in traffic and following them until he was able to get some kind of grip on himself and let them go. People who had bumped into him on the sidewalks and he had grabbed, and had been inches away from striking, before he’d been able to maintain some semblance of control. But he did not raise his voice. He did not rise up out of his seat this time.

“Do these things still bother you?” Sam asked. “You do not seem particularly agitated today. You’re not losing your temper.”

“I’m not, am I?” Croix asked, suddenly surprised, like it hadn’t even crossed his mind until that moment. “Yeah, I’m pretty calm today.”

“One positive thing from these past incidents,” Sam said. “Is that you were able to gain control of the situation. You were able to prevent things from escalating further.”

“I’m a civilized man,” Croix said. “I have a wife. Kids. A good job. I can’t let all that fall apart. I just can’t. But it’s been harder and harder to maintain control.”

“Have you ever struck your wife, Richard? Your kids?”

Croix lowered his head. The flesh of his face reddened. He did not answer.

That told Sam all he needed to know. This was a man crying out for help. A man losing control of his life. He had already started to shatter the flimsy barriers he had been using all these years. Who knows? Perhaps the violence in his home had been going on for a long time now, and he’d never had the guts to talk about it. Even now, he wasn’t articulating it.

“It’s okay, Richard,” Sam said. “That’s why you’re here. There is no way you can help yourself if you won’t admit your problems. The things that are tormenting you. And, as you know, everything said in here is completely confidential.”

Actually, he should have reported any actual abuse, but Sam didn’t care about Richard Croix’s family. He only cared about the man himself, and the sessions.

“The pills the doctors prescribed,” Croix said, still looking at the floor. “They didn’t solve anything. They just doped me up, made it hard to think.”

“I know, Richard. That’s why I told you, I won’t be putting you on any medication. That’s not how I operate.”

There was a soft sob. Croix was crying now. It was a sadness tinged with anger at himself. Self-loathing.

Sam stood and went over to him. Standing before the seated man, he put his hands on Croix’s shoulders. There was complete silence in the room. Croix had even stopped his sobbing. Sam closed his eyes and emptied his mind. Croix did not move.

It was easier this time. No resistance. Earlier, Croix had been less cooperative. But that was the same with all new patients. They had no idea what was happening, and weren’t sure how to react, much less how to make the process easier. But this time, Croix surrendered to him, and it happened much easier.

There was still a lot of anger inside the man and Sam took a little more of it away this time. Unfortunately, the easier it got, the less satisfying it was as well.

In truth, Sam did not even have to touch them to take something away. He could have done it from his seat, across from Croix. But there was something about the healing power of touch, a human element that added an extra sense of comfort to the process. It worked so well; Sam had adopted it as part of his technique.

Croix’s head slowly swiveled on his thick neck, and he looked up into Sam’s face. He seemed slightly confused, but also relieved. His tears had stopped.

“Is that better?” Sam asked, softly.

Croix nodded, not wanting to break the silence with a reply.

Sam removed his hands and went back to his seat. The air was charged around them, but it wasn’t as pronounced as the previous visit. It was more relaxed, comfortable. More like a heightening of the senses. There were no visible sparks.

“Tell me more,” Sam said. “The healing works better if you talk. It makes the whole process more complete.”

“It doesn’t happen all the time,” Croix said. He spoke like a man in a trance. “Just sometimes, when the anger gets too hard to hold inside. I get home, wanting so badly to relax, and they yammer at me. Their voices are like the squawking of birds. And I can’t hold in the anger anymore…”

“And, either out of love or fear, they do not fight back.”

“They just look at me with these sad eyes, afraid of what I can change into. Like I’m a monster they have no defense against. And I don’t want to see that look in their eyes anymore. I don’t want them to have to make excuses for their bruises anymore. I don’t want to be a source of fear in their lives.”

Croix’s voice had no trace of anger in it. And he wasn’t crying. His voice was calm and level.

“You won’t be a source of fear anymore,” Sam said. “I will teach you how to make the barriers stronger. How to have more control of yourself.”

“I believe you,” Croix said softly, and it was probably the most truthful thing he had ever said in his life.


CHAPTER FIVE

Colleen watched from the bar. Turney had gravitated to a tall blonde, and they were in a dark corner, kissing. She felt weird watching. There was a slight tinge of something like jealousy, but she had never thought of Turney in a romantic way. Not really. Even that night when they’d tried to make love. He was just a friend.

As it was, she only saw him about once a month, sometimes less, when their paths crossed. And he was often so quiet and secretive. It was usually too much effort to get inside his head.

And now, she was giving him a place to stay. They were up close and personal. Here she was, even watching him being intimate with another woman.

“You want some popcorn?” the man beside her asked. “It might help you enjoy the show a little more.”

Colleen turned, tried to smile. “I was just thinking about something.”

“Thinking about that guy?” the man said. “I was hoping you’d think about me.”

She looked into his eyes, tried to smile a little wider. “Well, I think that can be arranged.”

She didn’t know his name. Didn’t want to know his name. Ever.

“Let’s say we go somewhere else,” the man said. “Somewhere quieter.”

Colleen looked down at her glass. “Let me just finish my drink.”

“Sure thing,” the man said. He had dark hair that was going slightly gray at the temples. And a long face. He was dressed a little slicker than most of the men at the bar. Seemed a little cleaner. His smile told her he had caps, so he probably had money. But he came here, to this place, to get away from his life. From people who might know him. Colleen guessed that he probably led some kind of double life.

The bar was pretty full. There were people at the tables and lots of people standing at the bar. It was beginning to be a popular place. She went to different places every night. Some of them were quiet and dark, but sometimes she needed a place like this. The human contact.

She finished her whiskey sour and stubbed out what was left of her cigarette, and found herself looking in the corner for Turney, but he and the blonde weren’t there anymore.

“You ready?” the man asked. His hand gently squeezing her arm.

“Yeah, sure,” Colleen said. “Why don’t we go to my place? It isn’t very far from here.”
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Sam felt as if he’d done a good day’s work on the way home. Another anguished soul would find peace, finally, thanks to him. It made the job worthwhile.

The subway car opened, and he held back a minute before he entered the fray. So far, it had been a good commute, and he didn’t want to tempt fate. He let an old woman cut in front of him on the way out, thinking about the lady who had glared at him the day before, but feeling generous.

Once he got out on the platform, a teenager behind him was in a rush and slammed into him from behind. In hindsight, the kid didn’t seem to have done it maliciously; he was just in a hurry and wasn’t watching what the fuck he was doing.

But Sam whirled and grabbed the kid by the arm of his jacket. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen. Sam held him tight, jerked him forward, and raised his other fist, ready to do some extensive damage to the kid’s face.

But he stopped himself.

In his mind’s eye, he saw the bones of the kid’s face crushing in, spurting blood, as he struck him again and again.

But in reality, he stopped the fist. Did not let it surge forward. Maintained control.

“Hey, Mister,” the kid said, pleading. “I’m sorry.”

Sam stared deep into the kid’s eyes. He felt his jaw tighten into a scowl of anger. He must have been quite a sight.

Sam hesitated. Then said, “Yeah, it’s okay,” and released his grip on the kid’s jacket. The kid hurried past to join up with his friends, who had been just as surprised, and who had been too caught up in the moment to offer assistance. As soon as the kid reached them, the moment passed and he turned to shout a loud and quick, “Fuck you, Mister,” before they moved in a group toward the escalator.

Sam stood on the platform, watching them go. Sorry that the incident had happened. But at the same time, wanting to run after them, and pound the whole group of them down into the concrete. Make them bleed and scream and beg for mercy.

Mercy that he found less and less within himself.


CHAPTER SIX

By the time he got home, Sam had stopped shaking.

Maggie was stretched out on the couch. She’d kicked her shoes off, removed her nylons, and was drinking a rum and Coke.

“Hard day?” Sam asked, plopping into the love seat beside her.

“Is there any other kind?” Maggie asked. “Shit, at least you stay put in the same office all day. I’ve got to run around the city like a chicken with its head chopped off.”

“Believe me, the office isn’t so much better. Sometimes it’s downright claustrophobic. I feel like a prisoner. And all I ever see are people with problems. I keep worrying it’s going to rub off on me.”

“Okay, okay,” Maggie said. “We both have it rough. Make yourself a drink and relax.”

“Sounds good.” He put his briefcase down beside the loveseat and went over to the kitchen. The rum was in the refrigerator. He put two fingers it in a coffee mug and then covered it with cola.

He sat back down. “At least you get to drive. I am getting real sick of the subway.”

“Driving’s worse. Traffic’s been horrendous. You’d start getting migraines again if you drove.”

“But the people on the subway. They’re assholes. And there’s so many of them. I go from a claustrophobic room to a claustrophobic train car. It’s like being shipped off to Auschwitz every morning and afternoon. At least at night I know I’m coming home, so I can deal with it better.”

“At least you’ve got your own practice. You’re your own boss.”

“You don’t have it much different. You can do whatever you want every day. No one checks up on you.”

“But I’m in sales. If I don’t bust my hump each day and get as much done as possible, then I won’t get a good commission. You have patients who need you, who come regularly. You don’t have to sell yourself every day.”

“You have regular clients, too. After all these years, people know you. You don’t have to hustle like you used to.”

“Hustle is right. Sometimes I feel like a whore or something.”

“Come on now,” Sam said. “It’s not as bad as all that.”

“Sometimes it really bothers me, gets to me,” Maggie said.

“Then why do you do it? I make enough for both of us. You could stay home if you wanted to.”

“And do what? Climb the walls. At least I’m good at selling. It comes natural. Even if I do hate it sometimes.”

He knew she’d stay home in a minute if she had a reason to. If she had someone to take care of. A child. There was a time when they’d tried and tried, until the doctor told them what the problem was. They could have gone the fertility treatment route, or the adoption route. But she avoided both ideas, for some reason. Said it didn’t matter. She wasn’t the mother type anyway, she’d say. She liked to stay on the go. But he knew that if she really wanted to, there were other ways to become a mother. But he didn’t push it. She’d come around to it in her own time.

Besides, he wasn’t sure if he was ready to take the step toward parenthood, either.

“Want to eat out tonight?” Maggie asked. “I sure as hell don’t feel like cooking anything.”

“Sure. Or we can just get something delivered. That would be even easier.”

“Sounds good,” Maggie said. “My feet are real sore.”

“Want to hear something? I was getting off the subway today, and this kid banged right into me. Didn’t even say a word. And I grabbed him, and I came so close to hitting him, it was so weird. To be that close to losing it. I almost knocked the kid’s head off.”

“Fucking kids,” Maggie said. “It probably would have done him some good. Shown him he couldn’t just slam into people and get away with it. He probably knocks old ladies over, too.”

“I know. But the funny thing is, I’m always so hung up on being in control, and I came real close to losing it. Pounding this kid’s face in. It was something I really wanted to do. Something tempting.”

“But you didn’t. You stayed in control.”

“But I wanted to lose it. I wanted to smash his face in. I really did.”

“We all feel that way sometimes. It’s totally normal. You were totally justified.”

“I guess so,” Sam said. “It was just funny. Here I am, making a living helping other people handle their anger, and I almost give in to my own and beat some stupid kid senseless.”

“You’re exposed to it every day,” Maggie said. “It’s bound to affect you on some level. And besides, you’re still human. You have emotions just like anybody else. You aren’t some kind of robot.”

“I still thought it was funny. Funny weird. You don’t know how close I was to giving in to it. It kind of scared me.”

He took a long gulp of his drink.

“Don’t worry about it,” Maggie said. “You’re entitled. I’ve felt the same way myself, a lot of times. You should see some of the asshole drivers I have to deal with on the road. If I had a gun, I would have probably killed someone by now.”

“All the road rage out there,” Sam said. “You’re probably lucky no one’s killed you, either. Some of the people driving today are animals. I should know. I treat a lot of them.”

“Road rage,” Maggie said, and laughed. “It’s funny that there’s a word for it now, isn’t it? It’s almost like we’re giving people an excuse to act like crazies. Oh, don’t worry if you overreact to someone cutting you off and try to kill them, you just have road rage. Everyone’s got it.”

“I know. I feel weird using the phrase myself. It sounds like bullshit. And maybe it is. But it’s just so damned prevalent.”

“I think it’s just plain old rage. These people are angry all the time, not just when they’re driving. And when we name it, make it a separate thing, we’re giving them a way out. An excuse.”

“Yeah,” Sam said and drained his mug. “Hey, you want a refill?”

“Sure,” she said, giving him her glass. “Why don’t we order a pizza? I’m in the mood for one tonight.”

“Sure,” he said. “That sounds good. We can have it delivered.”
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Colleen opened the door to her apartment and turned on the light.

“Looks like we’ve got company,” the man said. He was probably smiling, finding it funny, but she didn’t look at him, she was looking at them.

Over in the corner, on the floor, Turney and the blonde were fucking. They were so caught up in themselves that they didn’t notice the intrusion.

Colleen turned. “Let’s go somewhere else.”

“No,” the man said. “We don’t have to do that. They left us the bed free, after all.”

She hesitated. He grabbed her arm and led her over to the bed.

At first it was awkward, but then, as they listened to the sounds Turney and the woman made on the floor, it actually got exciting, and they soon got lost in their own passions.


CHAPTER SEVEN

It was late, and Sam sat in his car, staring at the red light. Maggie had fallen asleep early, and he’d been finding it harder and harder to get to sleep himself. For some reason, driving around at night relaxed him.

Maybe I should start driving to work more often, he thought. Although it was always a hassle finding somewhere to park. And the traffic was murder during rush hour, not like now when there was hardly anyone one else on the road. He was just getting so sick of the subway. There was a feeling of freedom that came with driving, and he wouldn’t have to go underground. Into the subterranean caverns below.

He also wouldn’t have to deal with the assholes down there. Despite the convenience time-wise, sometimes he felt so trapped in subway cars. There were so many assholes in the world.

When the light changed to green, he didn’t hesitate to step on the gas, and it became readily apparent that all the assholes weren’t below ground. A car pulled out in front of him, from a side street, and cut him off. It was something he’d heard his patients bitching about a million times before. Most recently, Richard Croix had complained of a similar scenario. He said he’d almost cracked his dashboard, pounding on it in rage.

Sam found himself speeding up a little, to keep up with the offender. He didn’t really feel angry. He just didn’t want to lose the guy so quickly. He wanted to toy with him. Make him nervous.

The car took a right. Sam took a right as well.

When they stopped at another set of lights, Sam got out of his car and walked slowly over to the stopped car in front of him. He leaned over and looked in the window.

The driver was a middle-aged woman. She looked very tense, staring up at the lights. In her mind, she was probably praying for the light to change. Or trying to decide whether to drive right through it.

Sam stared in at her. And smiled. He was not going to lose his temper.

He motioned for her to roll her window down. She pretended not to notice.

He suddenly threw his fist forward, into the glass, shattering the window.

The light turned green, and the woman sped away as fast as she could.

Sam looked at his hand. There was some blood. Not much. He wrapped a handkerchief around it.

He nonchalantly got back in his car. There hadn’t been any witnesses.

This didn’t happen, he told himself.

He stepped on the gas and made a U-turn. Then he got back on the road that would take him home.
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I don’t know you, Maggie thought, as she stared at Sam’s sleeping back. You would think after all these years that I’d feel some kind of comfort, in knowing who you are. But there isn’t anything close to comfort here.

Sam was oblivious, asleep. He didn’t know that Maggie was awake, watching him, thinking about what they had, and didn’t have.

She thought about getting out of bed, then decided against it. She had nowhere to go. Not this time of night. She wasn’t hungry and she didn’t have to go to the bathroom. Why not just stay here, waiting for sleep to take her?

Waiting, until it just wore her out and left her exhausted.

It wasn’t until recently that she had realized that she was afraid of him again. Not that there was any real reason for the fear. He never hit her anymore, rarely even raised his voice, and even then, he was so apologetic afterwards. So regretful that he had lost control.

Maybe that was it. His almost obsessive sense of control. He always seemed so tightly coiled. Like he was afraid that if he let his guard down, even for a moment, he might explode.

What did I see in you? she wondered. How did we end up together like this? What was it about you that attracted me in the first place?

There was something about his intensity that was attractive. She had found his strong, silent personality very sexy at first. A man of few words and oh, so passionate in bed. And he was very good looking. It probably sounded shallow, but she couldn’t deny that his looks were what really caught her attention, the first time they’d met.

There was always a sense of mystery about him. Sometimes, he could go days without uttering more than a handful of words. Other times, he’d go through phases when he got very talkative and he could barely bring himself to stop. Like earlier that evening, talking about the kids on the subway. But it didn’t put her at ease. She could still sense something was wrong.

The conversation tonight had been a fluke. Even though they’d mainly just bitched about work, and the commute, it had given her a moment of hope. That maybe this thing was salvageable. But she knew it wouldn’t last forever.

She resisted the impulse to wake him now, to barrage him with questions. Who was he really? What did he think about? How did listening to other people’s troubles day in and day out affect him?

Why did he often go for long drives alone? Why did he work so late sometimes? Did people really go to see him at the office so late? She’d thought that maybe there was another woman, but she had a hard time believing that.

She wondered if things would have changed if she had been able to get pregnant; if that would have somehow brought them closer together. If it would have inspired him to open up more and share his feelings with her. Probably not. In fact, he might have grown even more distant. And she really wouldn’t want to subject a child to an absentee father. She’d gone through that when she was a kid, and knew how painful it was.

She thought about getting up and getting a drink. But instead she turned over on her side, her back to him, and closed her eyes. It would be just a few more hours until morning, and she really needed to get some sleep.
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Colleen woke up hot, naked, and entangled in sheets. Her “date” for the evening was long gone. She sat up and saw Turney lying in one corner of the floor, wrapped up in the girl he’d been fucking. They were both sound asleep.

Colleen disentangled herself and got to her feet. As quietly as possible, she gathered some fresh clothes together and softly walked to the bathroom, but she started coughing once she reached the door. She covered her mouth as she went inside and closed the door, and turned on the shower.

She had a pack of cigarettes stashed in the bathroom, on the floor behind the toilet. She opened the pack and lit one up. I guess I’ll never be able to quit, she thought as she puffed. Every time I stop, the cough gets worse.

When she got her coughing under control, she looked at herself in the bathroom mirror. There were creases around her eyes, and they were blood shot.

I’m looking old, Colleen thought, contemplating her reflection. It’s like I’m aging before my very eyes.

Her gaze inevitably fell to her breasts. They were small. A-cups. And yet she had never had trouble attracting men. Her mother used to always tell her that a pretty face was the best thing a girl could have, and she had that. She had toyed with the idea of getting breast implants a few times, but there was never any need to touch her face. Looking at herself now, she was glad she had never gone the implant route. Not that she could afford it, anyway. She’d had moments where she felt insecure about her breasts, especially when she was growing up, but she’d learned to accept her body.

Got to do something about the eyes, though, she thought. They’re bringing me down. Maybe I just need more sleep.

She stared at the water spraying from the shower and slipped under the spray. The water washed her sweat away. The sweat that was starting to stink more and more of alcohol. She lathered herself up, and rinsed it all away. Then she lathered up again. It took a lot more scrubbing to get clean these days.

She found herself wondering if she’d had an orgasm the night before. There were faint memories, images of what they’d done, but the memories weren’t tinged with any sense of pleasure. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt anything really memorable.

She was turning into a fucking machine. Just going through the motions night after night, knowing how to move, how to sound, how to please, but reducing herself to some kind of robot in the process. A mechanical receptacle for come.

It felt nice, the touch of her fingers as she washed herself. So much different from the clumsy, rough touch of the men she brought to her bed. Her fingers were gentle, soft. Her sex was like a soft flower opening to her touch, she thought. Then she almost laughed. That sounds like something out of a fucking romance novel. But there was something oddly romantic about the moment. It reminded her of the first times she’d been aware of her sexuality, of pleasure. The first times she’d ever touched herself.

God, she thought. To turn back time and start all over again.

She closed her eyes and let herself get lost in the sensations. As she felt an orgasm approaching, she pressed her back against the shower stall and rode it out, breathing loudly.

You’d think I’d be sick of the lower half of my body by now, she thought afterwards. That I’d used it as much as I could. But instead, it’s like I can never get enough.

But that wasn’t really true. Quantity didn’t equal quality. Random sex with faceless men didn’t replace the level of intimacy she yearned for.

She bit her lip as the hot water softly stung her like a thousand gentle bees.
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When she was done, she got dressed and slipped out of the apartment. Turney and his friend were still asleep on the floor. Lost in dreams.


CHAPTER EIGHT

After Sam had left for work, Maggie dropped her briefcase and went over to the redwood cabinet in the living room. She pulled open the door and looked at the liquor bottles within. Sam rarely drank anything but the occasional beer. Sometimes a shot of Scotch. The bottles were mainly gifts from the holidays. Most of them had remained full for years. Until recently.

She could not really explain the urge to drink. It had come upon her suddenly. It wasn’t as if she had been an advocate for temperance before. She had always had that glass of wine to unwind with after a day of work. And her college days were almost a blur, because of so much alcohol consumed and pot smoked. Hell, it had started in high school. But, once the college days ended and the working world began, she had cut down a lot. Limited the amount of alcohol that entered her system. She was a married woman, after all. A responsible adult. She’d loosen the restraints a couple of times a year, at Christmas parties, on vacations. But the drunken incidents were few and far between. And she always regretted them afterwards. Especially if she’d gotten sick.

This was different. She was actually waking up, getting ready for work, the whole time thinking only about that first drink of the morning. Once Sam was gone to his practice, she was alone. And free to indulge. She grabbed the brandy decanter and sat down on the white leather couch. She kicked off her shoes, and opened it. She didn’t even bother to get a glass. Drank it right from the bottle.

The taste didn’t bother her anymore. She could drink anything.

This wasn’t the first time she’d stayed home from work to get drunk. It was happening more often lately. After the first drink, she’d call in sick, and then she’d kick back and get sloshed, making sure she had enough time to sober up and take another shower before Sam got back home.

It had been an occasional thing at first. When she just couldn’t face the world and she decided to take a day off. This was the first time she’d done it two days in a row. How much longer before it became a problem with her job? Before they fired her? Before she didn’t bother to sober up and Sam caught her?

She couldn’t say. But she knew it was going in that direction. And, honestly, she didn’t care.

She had showered and dressed, but now she took off her dress and put it back in the closet, on a hanger. She went back to the couch in her underwear and took a long drink from the brandy. Then she went to the phone and called her office.
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