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      Elijah’s nose was running. He used the sheet to wipe it, knowing Mom wouldn’t like it. He was mad at her so he didn’t care. It was her fault he was crying, anyway, and if he wasn’t crying his nose wouldn’t be running. His bottom lip stuck out a little as he sniffed resentfully, almost hoping there would be more snot so he could wipe his nose on the sheet again.

      It wasn’t fair she’d sent him to bed. He wanted to play with Uncle Bobby. Tomorrow wasn’t a school day, they had another week of Christmas vacation, and Mom always let him stay up later on the weekends. But tonight she’d sent him to bed even before his bedtime, when Sammy came over. Now Sammy was gone, Uncle Bobby was here, and she still wouldn’t let him stay up. He was seven years old, not a little baby. It wasn’t fair!

      He knuckled the wetness from his eyes, his heart swelling with outrage. He always got to play with Uncle Bobby, who got down on the floor with him to wrestle and brought him candy and cool stuff to play with, and when Mom fussed about it always said, “Now, Amber —” that was Mom’s name “— a boy’s got to have some fun.” Then he’d ruffle Elijah’s hair and say, “Right, son?”

      It always made Elijah feel happy inside when Uncle Bobby called him “son.” No one else did. Uncle Bobby had even given him a Christmas present! A Captain America, a big one. It wasn’t a doll, either; it was an action figure. Girls played with dolls; boys had action figures.

      He’d asked his mom a couple of times about his real dad but she’d always say they were better off without him and look mad, so he’d stopped asking her even though he’d really like to see his dad one day. The other boys in his class had dads, even if they didn’t live in the same house. None of Mom’s other boyfriends ever called him “son” the way Uncle Bobby did. Mom said he couldn’t talk about them, though, especially when Uncle Bobby was here, but he liked Uncle Bobby way better than he did that jerk Sammy. Sammy was never nice to him, and his mom always sent him upstairs to play when Sammy was there, and told him not to come down or she’d spank him. She never said that when Uncle Bobby came.

      Sammy had been here just a little while ago, which was why Elijah had been sent to bed the first time. But he hadn’t gone to sleep; after Mom left his room, he got up, turned on the light, and played with his Transformers instead. He’d sent the Transformers against the Avengers; usually he liked the Avengers best and let them win, but this time he’d played a different game and after a long battle the Transformers had come out on top.

      Sammy hadn’t even bought him a present for Christmas.

      Then Sammy had left, and Uncle Bobby had come to visit. When Elijah heard his voice he’d raced downstairs, excited and sure Mom would let him stay up now, but instead she’d gotten mad and sent him back to bed.

      He was so preoccupied with his sense of ill-usage that at first he didn’t pay any attention to the thumping noise from downstairs. A second thump made him raise his head and listen intently. Mom better not be wrestling with Uncle Bobby, he thought fiercely. Wrestling was what Uncle Bobby did with him. But that’s what it sounded like, and the injustice of it propelled him out of bed. He stood in the dark – well, almost dark, because the basketball night-light kept it from ever being really dark. He’d told Mom he was too old for a night-light, but he was secretly glad she’d left it.

      He heard some sounds that he couldn’t identify, kind of yelling but not yelling, maybe some coughing, then finally the unmistakable sound of breaking glass.

      They were definitely wrestling! They’d broken something. He never broke anything!

      He tiptoed to the door and eased it open, listening intently. The light from the living room spilled up the stairs and across the hall. His bare feet didn’t make any noise as he crept down the stairs. He was just going to peek around the corner to see if they were wrestling, and if they were he… he didn’t know what he’d do. Maybe he’d break something, to show Mom how mad he was.

      Christmas was over, but the tree was still up and the tiny white lights were on. He could see just the edge of the tree as he reached the foot of the stairs. The tree made him feel good, as if he could hold on to Christmas for a while longer even though he was mad because he couldn’t play with Uncle Bobby.

      There was a drumming sound, as if something was beating against the floor. Elijah knew how to sneak, because he’d seen it in the movies. The sneaking people always got close to the wall, and kind of slid closer. He couldn’t get right against the wall because there was a table there, so instead he got down on his hands and knees and crawled. Slowly he eased his head around the corner just enough to see what they were doing.

      Confused, he stared at them. He didn’t know if they were wrestling or not. Mom was on the floor, flat on her back, and her heels were making that drumming sound, beating slowly up and down. Uncle Bobby was on top of her, his hands around her throat, and he was kind of shaking her. Mom’s face was a strange dark color, so dark at first he wasn’t sure it was her. What was wrong with her? Her head moved to the side and she saw him – he thought she saw him, only she didn’t say anything.

      Her hands were around Uncle Bobby’s wrists but then her fingers opened and she kind of slapped at his arms a little, mostly missing, and her arms fell down to her side. She kicked slower and slower, only one foot moving now in a thunk… thunk… thunk. Then the sound stopped, and her feet were still. Her tongue stuck out a little, and her eyes…

      Her eyes looked like his dog Bosco’s had when he got hit by that car last year, open but not seeing anything.

      Elijah knew what “dead” was. Bosco had been dead.

      Uncle Bobby was breathing hard, sweat running down his face. He looked really mad, his lips pursed together, his eyes squinty. He didn’t stop squeezing Mom’s neck. He slammed her head against the floor, twice.

      Mom was dead.

      Uncle Bobby had hurt her, and Mom was dead.

      Sheer panic flooded Elijah’s body. What would he do without Mom? He wanted her to get up and laugh and say she’d just been fooling; he wanted her to give him one of her special extra hard hugs, the one that always made him laugh as she swung him back and forth. His mom couldn’t be dead.

      But she was.

      He didn’t want to see her dead eyes anymore. Slowly, barely able to move, still on his hands and knees, he backed away from the living room. He didn’t look where he was going. He meant to go upstairs and hide in his room, but suddenly there was cool tile under his hands and he knew he was in the kitchen. The light was off, but there were electric clocks on the microwave and on the oven so he could see a little bit. Wildly he looked around, not knowing why he was here. Could he get to his bedroom?

      Then a shadow loomed across the tile, and Uncle Bobby’s heavy footsteps sounded as he came out of the living room and started up the stairs.

      Elijah almost squealed with terror, but he pressed his lips hard against the sound. He could hear himself breathing. Could Uncle Bobby hear him breathing? Would he put his big hands around Elijah’s throat and squeeze and shake the way he’d done to Mom?

      He couldn’t go upstairs. Uncle Bobby was up there. He had to run, and hide; he had to hide really good or Uncle Bobby would find him and then he’d have dead eyes like Mom and Bosco.

      Dead.

      Mom was dead.

      Elijah’s chest heaved but he didn’t let himself cry. He had to be quiet, and he had to be brave and fast. He had to be like Captain America.

      He stood up and crept to the kitchen door. He stretched on tiptoe to reach the latch Mom always fastened as soon as it got dark, and slid it back. It made a metallic click and he froze, unable to look around in case he saw Uncle Bobby reaching for him. Nothing happened, though, and with trembling hands he turned the lock in the doorknob. As quietly as possible he opened the door. Cold air poured in through the widening slot. He was skinny – Mom always said so – and he didn’t need a big opening to get through. As soon as possible he squeezed through. The chill of the concrete porch bit into his bare feet, but he couldn’t go back inside. He darted across the porch and into the backyard.

      Elijah ran. The grass was stiff with frost and scratched, and his feet were really cold, but he wouldn’t stop. He couldn’t go back. Couldn’t, wouldn’t. His heart was pounding so hard his chest ached from it and he thought he might burst from the tears inside but he held them back. Captain America, he thought desperately. Captain America wouldn’t cry.

      Instead of thinking about what he’d seen, he focused straight ahead. It was dark, and he was scared. He was never outside after dark; Mom wouldn’t allow it. But he knew his way around the neighborhood, even this late at night. He ran through Miss Sally’s backyard, past the spot where her stupid flowers had been before the cold had come and they’d died. She’d yelled at him when his ball had landed in her stupid flowers. She was probably home, but he didn’t want to knock on her back door or go around front and ring her doorbell. The house was dark. She might be asleep. She’d yell at him again.

      Besides, he knew where to go. Through that backyard, then cutting across to the sidewalk since the old people that lived in the next house had a fenced yard. They had a dog, and he wondered if the dog would start barking, but it didn’t. He crossed the street at a run, looking left and then right. A few Christmas lights were still on, but most houses were dark. No one saw him; he was sure of that.

      Elijah passed under a streetlight and wondered, too late, if Uncle Bobby was already looking for him. He didn’t want Uncle Bobby to find him, especially not in the dark.

      Maybe he should have knocked on Miss Sally’s door, after all.

      Panic made him run harder; a few steps and he was in darkness again. He felt safer in the dark, where no one could see him. Elijah cut into a yard he knew well, skirted the darkest edges of the two-story house that was a lot like his own, and opened the gate that led to the backyard. He left the gate open, then stopped to turn around and close it, his cold fingers shaking as he slipped the lock into place.

      He ran to the back door that opened onto the kitchen, just like at his house. Shaking with cold, he tried to turn the doorknob. It was locked, and he whimpered in fear. Then he remembered the doggy door; Zack’s Cookie was pretty big, not one of the biggest dogs in the neighborhood, but not a little yapper, either. Maybe he could get through the doggy door.

      Elijah got on his hands and knees and pushed against the thick plastic of the door. Maybe Cookie wasn’t as big as he’d thought, because the opening seemed awful little. He pushed his head inside, and warm air hit him in the face. He sobbed, swamped with relief, terror, and confusion all at once. Wiggling his shoulders and turning a little sideways, he slid through the door, scraping his side just a little as he tumbled into the warm kitchen. He rolled across the tile to get away from the cold and the dark and Uncle Bobby.

      The dark silence of the house scared him. Zack and his family were gone for the weekend, having another Christmas with his granny. Cookie was at what Zack’s mom called doggy day care. Elijah sat on the floor hugging his knees, unnerved by being alone in someone else’s house. At least… at least he was safe here. Uncle Bobby was too big to get through the doggy door.

      His lips trembled. He saw it in his head again, what had happened at his house. It didn’t make sense, but he hadn’t been dreaming. Uncle Bobby had been so mad. His mom… Tears welled up in Elijah’s eyes. Mom was dead. He wanted his mom, but he didn’t want to be dead, too.

       

      When the red haze cleared from State Senator Robert Markham’s gaze, when the lava-hot rage cooled enough that he could think again, he looked down at his hands still clenched around Amber’s throat. He felt so distant, so dazed, that for a moment he didn’t recognize the hands as his own. But they had to be, because they were at the ends of his arms. Everything was just so unreal; he couldn’t believe what his eyes were telling him. He had to concentrate to move, to slowly force his fingers to relax. Numbly he stared at the dark red marks left on her flesh.

      He was astride her on the floor. He didn’t remember how they’d gotten down there; the last thing he clearly remembered, she’d spat in his face, and he’d felt as if he were turning inside out with rage.

      She was dead. Her eyes were open and blank, her tongue sticking out a little. He’d killed her.

      Shock hit him, an almost physical force that made him sag sideways. His ass hit the floor with a thud. He sat there staring stupidly at Amber’s body, trying to grasp what had happened, trying to think.

      The first coherent thought to surface was: What should I do?

      It went without saying that the underlying meaning of that was how to get away with what he’d done.

      He’d killed his mistress, but he couldn’t find even a shred of regret for the fact that she was dead, only anxiety that he might be found out. Vaguely he looked around, as if he might find inspiration in the overturned coffee table, the shards of glass from the broken picture frame, the cell phone lying half under the couch.

      Robert reached out and picked up the cell phone, and his hand shook. If it hadn’t been for the phone none of this would have happened. Amber would still be fucking her other boyfriend, and both of them would be laughing at him for being such a doofus that he thought a woman as pretty as Amber would care about him. But the asshole boyfriend had forgotten his phone, and on the phone was a video he’d made of himself and Amber having sex, and laughing about Robert for being naive enough to provide this house for her, Amber calling him “LD” and the boyfriend laughing like a hyena when she explained that it stood for “little dick.”

      It was all so unreal. The evening had started quietly enough. He hadn’t intended to stop by, but had a last minute impulse to get in some time with her, because around Christmas it was tough getting away from the family. Damn holidays; he hated them. He was later than usual, so late Elijah was already in bed, though the kid had gotten up when he’d heard “Uncle Bobby” downstairs, and definitely been unhappy when Amber had sternly insisted he go back upstairs, which now in hindsight Robert knew was because she was afraid the kid would say something about her earlier visitor that night. The bitch – that was how he thought of her now, after seeing that video – had excused herself to the bathroom, probably to clean up from having sex with the guy who had left just before he arrived.

      That idea now seared him like acid, but at the time he hadn’t thought anything about it. He’d been sitting there, clicking through the television channels, when he’d glanced down and seen the corner of the phone sticking up from between the cushion and the arm of the couch.

      He’d pulled it out, and stared curiously at it. He knew it wasn’t Amber’s phone; hers was an Android, with a flowered case. This was an iPhone, and it had a chunky black case, the kind people bought to protect the phone from rough handling. He thumbed the home button and the screen lit, inviting him to swipe it. He did, expecting to see the security code screen, but instead the regular screen came up; whoever the phone belonged to hadn’t put in a security code.

      He felt an illicit thrill; finding an unsecured phone was like looking through someone’s bedroom window after dark. The first thing he did was check the text messages. The screen hadn’t been closed, and the most recent texts popped up.

      
         

        u at home, baby

        yes, Amber had replied.

        old fart coming over 2nite?

        no Im free

        b there in 30

      

      The times on the texts were earlier that evening. Robert had stared at the string of messages, cold anger building. He wasn’t stupid; obviously he was the “old fart,” and whoever owned the phone had called Amber “baby.”

      Quickly he scrolled through the other messages, finding others to and from Amber, and the intimate tone of the texts said it all. She’d been cheating on him all along. He shook with anger, but he tried to control it. He was married, and a state senator; Amber could do a lot of damage to his career if she got mad. He had ambitions, goals, and she could ruin it all.

      He wanted to know who the asshole was, what he looked like. Robert didn’t love Amber – that would be stupid, she was just a young(er) and pretty piece of ass – but if the guy was also married and was sneaking around with her, maybe he could leverage that to keep her from raising hell.

      Next he went to the photos, flicking through them. Most of them were selfies, of the guy by himself, or goofing around with friends, some of them with Amber. He looked about Amber’s age, dark-haired, on the skinny side, sometimes wearing a blue shirt with the logo of an auto repair company above the left pocket. Okay, he didn’t know the guy’s name yet, but now he knew where he worked.

      There were some videos, and he tapped the most recent one.

      It was of the guy and Amber fucking, right here on the couch. Their voices came clearly through the phone’s speaker:

      “Do you like it? Can the old fart fuck you like this? Can he?” 

      “His dick’s too little,” Amber had replied, laughing.

      There was more – more laughing, more insults. His ears started buzzing, and he felt a strange sense of disconnection. No one laughed at him like that. He was State Senator Robert Markham, head of the Senate Appropriations Committee, the most powerful man in the Georgia capital because if you controlled the money you controlled everything – and they were laughing at him as if he were nobody.

      Then Amber flew at him from the left, slapping the phone from his hands, slapping, slapping, hitting him in the face, on the side of the head. She hadn’t screamed, probably because of the kid asleep upstairs, but she’d been spitting words at him from between clenched teeth, her pretty face red and twisted with fury as if she was the injured party, as if she was the one who had been cheated on.

      Then she spat in his face, and without thinking he punched her, sending her slamming into the lamp table, knocking over a picture of her and the kid. That was his last clear memory. He just wanted to make her shut up; he wanted to make her pay for everything she’d said, for making him look like a fool. He couldn’t hear anything other than the buzzing in his ears, and what he remembered was more like a flurry of snapshots than memories: frozen images of her face, strangely purple, a sharp stinging on his wrists, her hand clawing at the floor.

      He sat beside her body for a numb few seconds that felt like an hour, then a sense of urgency stirred him.

      He had to do something.

      No one knew he was here, except for the kid. Elijah was just seven and he didn’t even know Robert’s full name, just called him “Uncle Bobby.” But a decent cop might figure Bobby was a nickname for Robert, and maybe a neighbor had noticed his car pulling into Amber’s driveway a time or two before, though he was always careful to park in the garage. With damn cell phones someone could have taken a picture with his car in the background – that would be bad luck, but it happened.

      But evidently there were other cars that parked in Amber’s driveway, and one other for certain had been here tonight, earlier, when it was more likely to be seen. That was pure luck on his part, and bad luck for the other guy.

      The kid was the problem, and problems had to be taken care of. He’d learned that on his way up the political ladder. If the next step – the governorship – was to be his, he had to handle this.

      He kind of regretted it, because the kid was a cute little guy. Still, it wasn’t as if Elijah was his kid. He doubted Amber had even known who the father was.

      He’d have to think this through, cover all the details, but first things first: he had to take care of the kid.

      Quietly he got to his feet and went up the stairs. He tried to think how he should do it, but the only thing that came to mind was to strangle him the same way he’d done Amber – though maybe he’d just put a pillow over the kid’s face and hold it down, smother him instead of actually choking him. Not only did it seem kinder, but there was less chance of leaving a fingerprint up here. He’d never been in the kid’s room before, so that was good. But he knew which one it was, because whenever he’d been in Amber’s room she’d always been careful to pull Elijah’s door securely shut.

      With that in mind, he pulled out his shirttail and used that to cover his hand as he pushed the door open.

      There was a night-light burning, so the room wasn’t completely dark. Robert moved silently toward the rumpled bed, then stopped in surprise, blinking his eyes. The bed was empty; the kid wasn’t there.

      Swiftly he looked around; the room was a kid’s usual messy jumble of toys and clothes, but that was it. Covering his hand with his shirttail again, he flipped on the light.

      Definitely no kid. He looked under the bed, and in the closet, in case Elijah had been in a sulk when he was sent back to bed and had hidden, then fallen asleep.

      Nothing. Shit!

      Robert turned out the light. Okay, maybe he’d gone to the bathroom. But the bathroom was directly across the hall – the door was open, the light was out. He looked, anyway, in case the kid was hiding in the tub. He wasn’t.

      Amber’s room, maybe?

      Empty.

      Robert went from room to room, anxiety building. He had to find that damn kid. Where the hell could he have gone?

      He went back downstairs, stepping as quietly as he could, his head swiveling as he tried to catch any movement. In the living room, Amber still lay as he’d left her, sightless eyes staring.

      He checked the downstairs bathroom, the laundry room, the dining room. Finally he went into the kitchen, and immediately felt the movement of cold air. He turned on the light, looked around, then fixated on the back door. It stood slightly ajar, the cold night air rushing through the opening.

      Quickly he turned out the light again. His blood felt like ice, horror seizing him. The kid had seen him kill Amber, and had run to a neighbor’s house for help. The cops would already be on the way. He had to leave, and leave now. But what if the neighbor was standing outside waiting for him, maybe with a gun? This was Georgia; anyone was as likely to have a gun as not.

      But he couldn’t just stand here like a fool; he had to do something.

      He used the toe of his shoe to nudge the back door open, and slipped out into the backyard. He stood in the cold and dark, listening for a sniffle, a disturbance – anything. Lawrenceville was a nice little suburb, the houses fairly close together, but occasionally there would be a wooded lot providing some separation. This late on a Friday night it wouldn’t be surprising if some of the neighbors were still awake, but maybe people were tired from all the holiday bustle because he couldn’t see any lights on anywhere around.

      His heart pounded heavily as he tried to think. If the kid had run to the next door neighbor, there would be lights on, voices, maybe even sirens already screaming as cops raced toward them. But the night was quiet, no voices, no sirens. There was a tree line behind the row of houses; if the kid had run into the trees, there was no way Robert could find him.

      But why would Elijah do that? He was a little kid, and he’d run to other people for help. Wouldn’t he?

      Staying in the shadows, feeling the bite of the cold, Robert crept to the front of the house and crouched beside a bush as he looked up and down the street. Now he could see a couple of lights on, here and there, but those houses were still quiet. A few had left their Christmas lights on. That was it. There were no signs of activity, no unusual sounds, no dogs barking or porch lights coming on, and still no sirens.

      The kid had gone to ground somewhere. For whatever reason, he hadn’t gone for help. Who knew what the hell kids thought?

      Now what did he do?

      His first thought: get rid of the body. There wasn’t any blood. He could clean up the broken glass, straighten the furniture, take Amber’s body, and dump it somewhere. The longer it took to find her, the less evidence there would be. There were plenty of lakes and rivers around, as well as wooded areas. He’d think of somewhere, maybe even drive into another county before he dumped her.

      His mind whirled with thoughts. He had to wipe everything he’d touched. He had to get Amber’s cell phone and her purse, make it look as if she’d gone somewhere. Take the battery out of the phone, yeah, so it couldn’t be traced by GPS. That other guy’s phone, too; he had to do the same thing with it – but he’d leave the phone with Amber’s body, or close by. If it was ever found, that would have the cops looking at the other guy. That meant he had to leave the battery in it, make it look as if the guy had dropped it, lost it.

      But first things first: he had to get Amber’s body out of the house, before the cops did show up.
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      Elijah crawled to the kitchen table, his hands and face stinging, his feet so cold they hurt. Maybe he could hide under the table, stay right there until Zack and his parents got home. But how long were they going to stay at Zack’s granny’s house? Two days? Three?

      Did Uncle Bobby know Elijah and Zack were best friends? Did he know where Zack lived? Would he come here?

      The thought terrified him, but he didn’t know what to do, where else he could go. And he was cold; he couldn’t run anymore. He curled up beside the table and tried to get his feet warm, pushing the toes of first one foot then the other beneath the hem of his pajama pants, against each leg in turn. It was a while before his toes began to feel warm, before the pain started to go away.

      What should he do now? A policeman had visited their class a long time ago, back at the beginning of the school year. Elijah had been new then. He’d known Zack lived on his street, but they weren’t best friends yet. The policeman had talked about a lot of stuff, but what Elijah remembered was 9–1–1. Everybody knew to call 9–1–1 in an emergency, even little kids. Mom had taught him that a long time ago; he didn’t need a policeman to tell him to do it.

      Cautiously he stood, staring out the window to see if Uncle Bobby was out there, looking for him. He couldn’t see anyone, so he eased away from the table. Where did Zack’s mom keep her phone? He’d never seen her use anything but a cell phone, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have a big phone like Miss Sally did. Elijah looked around the kitchen, then moved into the dining room and on to the living room. Nothing. He didn’t like being in the dark; he couldn’t really tell if there was a phone hiding somewhere or not. A couple of times he thought about turning on a light, but every time he reached toward a light switch, he’d stop. If he turned on the light, Uncle Bobby might see it and come get him and kill him.

      He didn’t want Uncle Bobby to call him “son” ever again. He wasn’t Uncle Bobby’s son; he didn’t want to be friends anymore. He wanted his mom, but Uncle Bobby had killed her.

      Tears leaked out of his eyes and his nose was running again. He swiped his pajama sleeve under his nose and held his breath to stop crying. When his chest hurt and he couldn’t hold back any longer, he let his breath go in a rush. He didn’t have time for crying; he had to find a phone. Maybe there was one upstairs – a big phone or maybe a cell phone they’d left behind. He and Zack had laughed at Miss Sally’s big old phone but he sure would like to find one now. Going to the stairs he grabbed the rail, being careful the way Mom had told him, though he forgot most of the time, but now he wanted to do as she said because it kept her there, someway. He climbed the stairs, his still-cold feet taking one step at a time.

      Zack’s mom had night-lights everywhere! He didn’t have any trouble seeing where he was going, not with all those night-lights.

      If he had his own cell phone, he would’ve already called 9–1–1! But Mom said he was too young, that maybe he could get one when he was twelve. Twelve! That was five years away. He’d be too old to want one by then.

      When he got to the second floor, Elijah went first to Zack’s room. He knew there was no phone in there, but he’d been in this room a lot, and he knew his way around. It was familiar, comforting. Bunk beds, neatly made – they weren’t always – were pushed against one wall. Zack had a toy box, a dresser with a lamp on it, a dirty clothes hamper. But he couldn’t stay here. There was no phone; he’d known that when he came here. He just wanted to feel a little bit happy again, and he’d always had fun in Zack’s room.

      From there, he went next door to Gracie’s room. Gracie was old, practically grown; she was thirteen, and she did have a cell phone. It was always with her, though, so he didn’t expect to find one just laying around. He wrinkled his nose; her room was a mess. He hadn’t known girls could be this messy, but this was worse than Zack’s room usually was. Her clothes were tossed everywhere – on the floor, on her bed, across her furniture. If there was a phone, he’d never find it.

      Heaving a sigh, he trudged on down the hall. The bedroom where Zack’s parents slept was huge. There was enough space for a big bed, a couple of dressers, and a treadmill that had clothes hanging on it. They had a lot of weird, old stuff that was stacked everywhere. He checked the nightstands and the tops of both dressers, patting the surface when he couldn’t see well enough from the night-lights. There was a lot of old junk, but no cell phone or the other kind. There were boxes, small lamps, smelly books, carved animals – an elephant and a tiger – even a globe of the world, one that would spin when you gave it a push. He did. It didn’t light up, like the one he had at home.

      But no phone.

      What should he do, if he couldn’t call 9–1–1? Should he just stay here until Zack and his parents got home? There would be food in the kitchen. Maybe Uncle Bobby wouldn’t even think about looking here. Zack’s mom would know what to do. She could dial 9–1–1 on her cell phone. But that could be days.

      For a moment he thought about going to another house. Miss Sally had a phone. Most houses did. But he didn’t know where Uncle Bobby was, if he was on the street or just outside this very house or still at Elijah’s house… He felt cold all over at the thought of Uncle Bobby catching him, and giving him dead eyes like Mom and Bosco. No, he wasn’t leaving. He was safe here.

      Elijah went back to Zack’s room. He’d spent the night before; they wouldn’t mind if he stayed here until they got home. He crawled into the bottom bunk bed – Zack always took the top – and put his feet beneath the covers. They were almost not-cold. He pulled the thick cover to his chin, shivering for a moment, then wallowing in the warmth.

      He should sleep. If it was a school night it would be a long time past his bedtime. He remembered how mad he’d been at Mom for not letting him stay up later, but then he’d gone downstairs and seen…

      He didn’t want to think about that.

      The shivers came back. Outside, the wind picked up, howling like Cookie did when the little dog next door aggravated him through the chain-link fence. The tree outside Zack’s window moved, and the limbs scraped against the side of the house. That window faced the street. If he looked out that window, would he see Uncle Bobby? Looking for him, calling his name…

      Elijah leapt from the bed and ran down the hall to Zack’s parents’ bedroom. It faced the backyard. There was no tree to rub against the window.

      But there were windows. Windows he could see out. Windows Uncle Bobby could see in.

      Still cold, Elijah grabbed a big blanket from the foot of the bed, and pulled it to the closet. No one could see him if he was in the closet. He opened the door and stepped inside, pulling the soft blanket with him. It was a big closet, with racks of clothes on both sides, and boxes and shoes lined against the walls.

      When he closed the door, darkness wrapped around him like the blanket. There was no night-light in here, no moonlight or streetlights shining through the window, because there was no window. He couldn’t see out. No one could see in.

      For the first time in what felt like hours, Elijah felt safe. He lay down on the floor and pulled the blanket to his chin. He should’ve grabbed a pillow, too, but he hadn’t thought about it and as much as he would’ve liked one, he didn’t want to leave the warmth of the spot he had made for himself.

      Uncle Bobby wouldn’t find him here, in the dark, behind a closed closet door. No one would find him here.

      Elijah slept. He dreamed.

       

      His headlights picked up the sideways white drops and Robert’s hands tightened on his steering wheel. Sleet was marginally better than snow or freezing rain; in the cold and dark, the clock ticking relentlessly, foul weather was the last thing he wanted to see. Or maybe it wasn’t; maybe bad weather would make it harder for anyone to find Amber’s body, and destroy more evidence as a bonus. He didn’t know. All he knew was that this was a shitty end to a shitty day.

      He’d driven more than half an hour north of Lawrenceville, taking dark and narrow back roads until he reached the old roadside park. He parked in the gravel lot that was littered with beer cans and discarded burger wrappers. The dented trash can was overflowing, as if it had been a while since any maintenance was done. In his half-panicked state, he wasn’t any more certain if that was a good thing than he was about the bad weather. Did that mean someone would show up tomorrow? Find her body right away? That would be bad.

      On the other hand, he’d like to leave her on top of the trash can. Trash in the trash; it was fitting. He’d like to, but he wouldn’t.

      He turned off the car’s ignition, so no lights would give away his presence if anyone happened to drive by on the road, though this late – or early – and in increasingly bad weather, traffic had been very light, almost nonexistent. The clouds blocked out all starlight and the blowing sleet cut visibility down even more.

      The wind sliced through his suit coat as he got out of the car, ducking his head against the stinging ice pellets. Shit, it was cold! Using his remote he popped the trunk lid, remembering too late that a light in the trunk automatically came on whenever it was opened.

      Swearing under his breath, he hurried around and leaned in to wrestle Amber’s body out of the trunk. He’d rolled her in a blanket, which made her easier to handle, but dead weight was still dead weight. He swore under his breath as he pulled and tugged, bracing his feet and using his own weight to lug the bundle upward and over the lip of the trunk.

      Finally, breathing hard, he had her out. He bent down and let the bundle fold over his shoulder, then fought to straighten his knees. Damn it, he was a politician, not a gym rat; he’d never counted on having to haul a body around on his shoulder.

      He looked around; there still wasn’t any sign of traffic, and without the headlights on he couldn’t see shit. Should he risk turning them on? He couldn’t just leave her here – though he wanted to. He had to conceal the body well enough that she wouldn’t be found right away. He needed time, time for evidence to erode, time to find that little shit Elijah, time to make plans and take precautions.

      The pattering of the sleet slowed, and a strange hush fell over the night. Snowflakes began drifting down, soft and fat. His sense of urgency surged even higher. Snow in the south was a disaster, with roads turning to skating rinks in no time. He had to get Amber’s body dumped and get home before he was stranded. He still had to think of some tale that would satisfy his wife, but a screaming fight with her was the least of his worries right now.

      He’d have to risk turning the headlights on, otherwise he couldn’t see where he was going and this job would take more time than he could spare. The falling snow would help hide his actions.

      Cursing with every step, keeping the bundle that was Amber balanced over his shoulder because that was less effort than putting her down and having to pick her back up would be, he opened the driver’s door and awkwardly maneuvered himself so he could reach the knob that turned on the headlights. The twin beams shot across the rough landscape, illuminating the dancing, swirling snow. Hurrying now, he carried Amber across the littered pavement and stepped up at the curb onto the grass, past the overflowing trash can. The darkness of some woods beyond the little park offered the best chance of concealment; he’d like to take her farther away from the road, but with the snow coming down and already accumulating on the winter-dead leaves, he couldn’t take the time.

      He was about thirty feet past the trash can when he stepped in a shallow hole hidden by the leaves, lurched off balance, and dropped the blanket-wrapped body.

      “Shit!” Breathing hard, sweat slicking his face despite the icy wind, he stared down at her. There was no way he could heft her back onto his shoulder, not from the ground; he’d barely managed getting her out of the trunk.

      After only a moment’s hesitation, he bent down, grabbed the end of the bundle, and began dragging it. If he left a trail on the frozen ground, the damn snow would soon cover it.

      He made it to the woods and stopped to rest, his breath huffing out in white clouds. The car’s headlights didn’t make much difference here; he was off to the side rather than directly in front. Looking around, he saw that what he’d thought was a nice section of woods was instead fairly thin, maybe twenty yards deep. Maybe dumping her on the far side would be better. Forcing himself to make the effort, grunting now with the exertion, he dragged her to the far edge of the woods and found himself standing on the edge of a rough ravine, a raw, uneven cut in the earth.

      Perfect.

      He tried pushing her with his foot, but even rolled in a blanket moving a dead person wasn’t that easy. Bending down, he gave the bundle a hard push and finally it rolled over the edge of the ravine and down, over brush and rocks, until he lost sight of her in the deep night shadows and the thickening snow.

      It was done – all except for the asshole’s cell phone.

      He pulled it out of his pocket and started to place it in the dirt, as if it had been accidentally dropped, but then he hesitated. He’d deleted the damnable video, and the texts that mentioned him, but what if they weren’t really deleted? What if the cops could still pull everything up somehow? One of his senate colleagues had been caught in an embarrassing situation because he thought he’d deleted something incriminating, only to find that the photo was still accessible to the right program.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      As much as he wanted to point the finger toward the asshole, he couldn’t take the risk.

      Fumbling in the dark, he tried to remove the battery, but found that he couldn’t get the iPhone open. Hell, he couldn’t even get it out of the damn case, especially not in the dark and going mostly by feel. He’d take it… somewhere. Maybe throw it out the window as he crossed over a bridge. Yeah, that was a good idea, toss it in a river, a lake, get it out of his possession. It would be gone, likely never found.

      But even when the asshole’s phone was gone, the asshole himself would still exist. He knew Amber had been seeing someone else, an older man. Did he know who Robert was? Could he point the police in this direction? Robert knew forensics in real life weren’t nearly as impressive as they were on television, but would a cleaning of his trunk remove all traces of Amber, or would a search turn up a hair, a fiber, a skin cell…?

      Robert wanted to dump ungrateful Amber’s body, walk away, and forget it. But he couldn’t. There was the asshole, and the kid.

      He’d killed Amber in a fit of rage, but he wasn’t a stone-cold killer.

      Fortunately, he knew someone who was.

       

      Elijah woke with a strangled cry, shaking in terror. Uncle Bobby had his hands around his throat, choking him, and was looking at him with dead eyes. The dream – the memory – was so fresh and real he flailed his skinny arms, fighting the horror that wasn’t there. His fists tangled in fabric, fabric that seemed to dance away from him, then swing back and try to trap him. He sobbed, trying to scream again, fighting and kicking the invisible threat.

      “Help me!” The words scraped from his throat as he threw himself to the side. He landed on something kind of hard and lumpy, but the darkness was so thick he couldn’t see anything. He heard his own sobs, and instinctively tried to control his panic. Where was he? What had happened? Had he dreamed everything about Uncle Bobby and Mom, or was it real?

      The sense of panic, temporarily pushed back, surged over him again. “Help me!” he screamed, begging for someone, anyone, to come to his aid. His left arm hit something soft, something that fell over, and in the utter darkness he thought the thing and the sound was Uncle Bobby. He shrieked, over and over, scrambling backward as he tried desperately to get away from Uncle Bobby.

      He slammed against some obstacle and in his terror he tried his best to simply go through it, anything he had to do to get away. But whatever it was also fell over, this time with a heavy thud. Something fluttered around him, like a bunch of birds in the darkness, touching his face, his arms. There was a kind of swishing sound, then… a hush. Silence. Elijah whimpered, almost as afraid of birds being after him as he was of Uncle Bobby. Birds? How could there be birds?

      He couldn’t hear anything that sounded like Uncle Bobby. Uncle Bobby always breathed as if his nose was stuffy. Elijah couldn’t hear any breathing. Cautiously he reached out, felt nothing. Closet – he was in the closet. He remembered now. He wanted out, but where was the door? He couldn’t see anything. Maybe he could crawl around and find the crack under the door. He put his hand down and instead of carpet he felt some kind of paper, something thicker than normal, and slick.

      He suddenly felt a little weird, as if he couldn’t quite catch his breath.

      Because he was just seven, because he was terrified and alone, he said, “Help me,” again. This time he whispered the words. He was so tired, so scared and alone, he just couldn’t yell anymore.

      No sooner had the words left his mouth than a bright light hit his eyes, and he squeaked in terror as he cowered down and covered his head with both arms, squeezing his eyes as tightly shut as he could. A flashlight, he thought. It was a flashlight. It was Uncle Bobby, with a flashlight. He’d called for help and had instead showed Uncle Bobby where he was hiding. Whimpering, he scooted back as far as he could and waited for whatever was going to happen.

      A few seconds ticked by. Nothing. He couldn’t hear anything. Slowly, Elijah raised his head and peeked, just a little.

      It wasn’t a flashlight.

      No one was there.

      The box he’d knocked over lay open on its side, and the light was coming from the box, spreading over a bunch of slick, funny-looking cards that had paintings on them. Most of the paintings were of people, though there was one cool picture of a sun that looked like it might be the sun in one of the Transformer movies. One card lay on top of the scattered spill, a card with a painting of a pretty woman and a lion. There was a word at the top, but it didn’t make any sense to him. It was a word he didn’t know, and the letters were crooked and funny; it didn’t even look like a word. It looked like some drawings.

      Then they blurred and changed, the lines re-arranging themselves. He blinked, because words weren’t supposed to change. Slowly he spelled it out. S.T.R.E.N.G.T.H. Strength. That was a word he knew, a word he had seen in a book he was reading for extra credit. Iron Man’s suit gave him superstrength. Maybe the lion gave the pretty woman strength. Maybe it was her pet.

      He reached out and touched the card, tracing the image. It was warm, as if the woman painted on it was alive. She was so pretty, prettier even than his mom. Thinking of Mom made a huge sense of sadness well up inside of him, so huge he didn’t think he could breathe. “Help me,” he said again, his voice small and strained, so small the words were just a thread of sound.

      The picture on the card shimmered. Elijah jumped, peddling backward until he hit the opposite side of the closet, where he squashed himself into the smallest ball he could manage. Wildly he looked around, wondering what was happening. The funny light was still coming from the box and now he could see that he’d knocked over a bunch of stuff: shoes, purses, a box of old jewelry, some sweaters and scarves. The cards from the light box lay all over everything else.

      The card he’d touched… moved.

      He sucked in a breath, his eyes growing enormous as he stared at the Strength card. It grew. It stretched. It got kind of wavy, and floated up into the air. Elijah opened his mouth and tried to yell, but no sound came out. His lips moved, his throat strained, but he couldn’t speak at all.

      The card slowly floated higher, twisting, getting bigger and bigger and spreading out. Unable to look away, Elijah sat frozen as the card began to look like… a door? Yes, a strange-looking door, but not like the closet door; it wasn’t solid, but he couldn’t see through it. There was some kind of weird fog filling it, but not spilling out.

      Suddenly a hand – a real, living hand – poked out of the card/door into the closet. Elijah jerked back, banged his head on the wall because he was already as far back as he could get, then dived sideways beneath the skirts of the dresses hanging on the rack above him. Frantically he pulled the skirts around him, trying his best to hide from the undead hand. It was a zombie hand! But he grabbed one of Zack’s mom’s dresses and moved it just a tiny bit to the side, so he could see, because he felt as if he couldn’t not see. The hand… it was kind of pretty, like Mom’s, with painted fingernails and rings and stuff.

      There was more movement in the foggy doorway: the hand, a foot – more painted nails and jewelry – followed by a leg, and a scrap of white fabric that moved around like it was caught in a wind. He gasped, but didn’t cover his eyes. He had to see; he had to.

      Then she was there.

      She stepped out of that card doorway and into the closet as if this was her closet and she wanted to get a dress. Snow and ice formed everywhere, on the floor and in the air, outlining where the doorway had been, glistening and shimmering like the 3-D fireworks he’d seen in a movie.

      And then the snow and the ice and the card were gone.

      The woman… the woman with the long blond hair and the white dress was still there.
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