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  A SADISTIC OVERSEER TORMENTED THEM AS CHILDREN — IS HE NOW STALKING THEM AS ADULTS?




  Tom Wallace is born from communal coupling during the Great Depression of the 1930s. He endures physical and sexual abuse at the hands of a sadistic cult and bonds with Calvin, Luke and Ben, staunch allies who look out for each other, until they finally escape.




  As an adult, Tom experiences time lapses, sometimes lasting for hours, with no memory of what he was doing. He searches for the friends of his youth to see if they are experiencing similar problems. His search takes him to a psychiatric hospital for the criminally insane and eventually a tranquil coastal community, where his college sweetheart Becky, now a police officer, happens to live. Soon after he arrives, a grisly series of murders start. Tom's blackouts continue and he's tormented not knowing if he's the killer. The police are hot on the trail of the murderer and when Becky's little daughter disappears, events come to a head.




   




  “Rogers takes readers on a ruthless descent into the depths of human evil, and one man’s quest for redemption. Relentless, raw — and utterly riveting. Rogers’ powerful narrative lingers long after the last page is turned.”—Mandy Miles, Key West Citizen “Tan Lines” columnist.




   




  “After reading this story one may think twice before speaking with seemingly nice strangers, or inviting them home. An intriguing and chilling read.”—Portland Book Review.




   




  “A triumph over a young man’s tortured youth and a chilling page turner.”—Scott Chesney, International motivational speaker and life coach, Ambassador for the Christopher and Dana Reeve Foundation.




   




  “You’ve got a good book when the pages fly by and you keep wondering what comes next. Rogers’ story is such a book.”—Charles A. Noon lll, Independent literary critic.
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  Dedication
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  FREGOLI DELUSION




  

  PROLOGUE




  Weathered hands pull the thick hemp rope causing the bell to toll and morning fires puff vertical ribbons of smoke into the early dawn sky. The young boy inhales the pungent air and stands transfixed at the unfettered freedom of the rising tendrils. Mother Love trots toward him, jerks his forearm, and hustles toward the crudely constructed building. Pigs grunt, chickens scatter and members hurry with urgency in order to be seated when He enters the wooden communal meeting hall.




  “Hurry.” The woman pulls the five-year-old boy roughly, his head jerking back. Every day starts with a focus meeting intended to set the tone of His followers, ensuring consistency in thought, deed and, above all, compliance. The need for this daily gathering is symbiotic; they need it for orderly structure in their lives, and He needs it to keep their lives in an orderly structure. Some new members initially balk at the disposition of daily life within the tight-knit complex but inevitably succumb to the unwavering routine. Others try to leave but find it difficult in such a remote mountain location. They either die in their attempt, or eventually return and undergo a rigorous reorientation by a special cadre selected by Him.




  Entering silently from the rear of the room, His soft leather moccasins glide through the freshly scattered wood shavings gathered daily from the carpenter shop. His presence is felt rather than seen, and a hush hangs in the air.




  He starts with no preface except a momentary icy stare into their eyes. “Today is another day of boundless devotion to our sense of purpose, place, and The Cause. All your thoughts and actions today must be for the betterment of us, so I may be better equipped to demonstrate acts of unselfish goodness to all of you. Others on the outside drift aimlessly and ride the rails in box cars going nowhere, but you,” He says waving his arms over his flock, “you remain safe in the cocoon of our ways!” Heads nod in unison, the sun starting its ascent over the eastern mountain range, casting golden slivers of light between the chinks in the walls and through its open windows.




  “As all of you are devoted followers, so must you bring others to share the rapture of our customs and embrace the sustaining force of The Cause.” The young ones stare open-mouthed with no comprehension, but do not dare fidget or complain. They are forbidden to show the slightest inattention to the lessons He imparts. Their adherence to doctrine springs from some being born in the compound, out of wedlock, and from communal conjugation. Those young ones are indoctrinated, since birth, to the ways of Him. Others are enticed from train depots, found foraging through garbage dumps or sleeping in alleys after their families could no longer afford to feed them and, with broken hearts, let them scatter across America to seek a better life. Those children, too, learn to obey.




  “Like the very body we possess, The Cause needs oxygen-rich blood flowing through it in order to sustain its vital organs of life.” He lifts His gaze upward while slowly raising His arms, palms up, demonstrating a gradually filling vessel. “This new, fresh, and free-flowing blood must come from people in the outside world.” He lowers his voice to a whisper, demanding closer attention. “Under my supervision, each week I take ten disciples into town by cart to spread the word of the unbounded joy we all share and how we’d love to have others join us in The Cause.”




  His voice rises again and becomes aggressive. “Cursed dust storms continue to smother miles of farmland, families ride the rails looking for work, and life beyond this year of 1932 holds no promise, yet The Cause continues to shine like a beacon of hope to all wretched and wandering souls!”




  After two hours of haranguing, the morning focus concludes. Mother Love yanks the little boy from the crude wooden bench and toward the weekly orientation. Both genders between the ages of three and fifteen are taken to the learning pen to review their purpose in life, and be forced to share themselves with the elders in the community.




  The little boy’s stomach knots when he hears the flutes begin to play, knowing they herald another time when the children will be offered to selected adults. He won’t try another escape over the heavy wooden fence and risk getting beaten raw again, so as the sound of the flutes draw closer, he squats, squeezes his eyes shut, and imagines himself to be some other little boy, in another place — safe, happy, and far away.




  

  CHAPTER ONE




  The pert co-ed hopped between slicks of ice, as the wind from a deep primeval river gorge thrust a whirlwind of wet cold across her upstate New York campus. Becky Carlton deftly avoided other students rushing to get to their next assignments. She noted how the school had become crowded since the war ended with the German and Japanese surrenders. American boys returned home in droves to start their education at Niagara University paid for by the G.I. Bill. She continued to hustle to her last class of the day. She loved being a psychology major and was especially fond of the professor who was about to give the lecture. She didn’t want to miss a word of what he had to say.




  With her scarf unwrapped, she looked for a seat in the lecture hall, slid sideways down an aisle, bumping other students’ knees, and finally sat down. The lecture began, she adjusted the notebook on her lap, and fingered a sharpened pencil. Dr. Josef Gerhard, Ph.D. approached the podium, cleared his throat and looked out at the gallery. He was a thickly built man with a thinning mix of blond-gray hair, a square face, and an academically inquisitive nature; his life’s passion focusing on a quest to comprehend the unexplainable twists, turns and rationalizations of the human mind.




  “Continuing where we left off last time, I’ll expand on the diagnostic criteria for identifying multiple personalities.” The well insulated lecture hall thoroughly muted the howling wind outside. The pupils were so focused, one could hear a pin drop. “As I previously noted, there must be a presence of two or more distinct, separate and enduring personality states, each with its own perception of self and its environment. This bifurcation must not be a consequence of any substance usage, such as alcohol intoxication or drug induced blackouts, nor can it be a result of a transient or permanent medical condition like a partial seizure.”




  She heard a noise behind her, looked around and saw him come in late to class. He tried to slip in and find a seat but instead stumbled and dropped an armful of books, causing Gerhard to pause in his presentation and others to turn toward the noise. She stared at him and thought how cute he was. He was on the college basketball team and she attended every home game with her girlfriends to see her campus heartthrob and upperclassman boyfriend.




  “Please note,” Gerhard adjusted his eye glasses and continued, “in children, the same set of diagnostic criteria apply and, in addition, the symptoms must not be born from imaginary friends or fantasy play. However, a large majority of reported multiple personality cases have been among adults. The prevailing psychiatric opinion is that the affliction is not commonly exhibited in childhood. That said, during this time of life, if the child is severely traumatized via various and repeated events, it can set the stage for future mental and personality disorders in adulthood.”




  Becky took notes while managing glimpses at her boyfriend. Tom Wallace had short cropped, blond hair and a solid upper torso. He wasn’t handsome in a classic sense, but he possessed a passion which drove his success in basketball games, as well as in bed. He was her first and only, and she would be perfectly happy for the rest of her life if he were her first and last. When he finally noticed her looking, she didn’t know whether to give him a little bent finger wave or just smile. Instead, she did neither, felt her face take on a heated blush, immediately broke eye contact and looked down at her notepad.




  Dr. Gerhard continued, “Having multiple personalities is just one manifestation of a disordered self, but may actually play a survival role by allowing an individual to separate past trauma from the present conscious self by transferring, if you will, to another personality. The extent and intensity of this transference can take a legion of forms, from harmless to psychopathically vicious.”




  Gerhard expanded on the subject matter until a bell jingled above the door to the lecture hall, signaling the end to the forty-five-minute class. Dusk was approaching in the January afternoon and the wind outside continued to drape the campus in a gossamer dampness. Becky wrapped the scarf around her neck before scooping up her books and moving toward the exit. Walking down the hallway and staying inside was the wisest course to the front door of Clay Hall. From there, it was a short jog through the weather to the girls’ dormitory. She rounded the last corner into the corridor as Tom opened the men’s room door and stepped into her path, almost bowling her over. When they both regained their balance, they kissed each other with as much fervency as a school hallway would allow.




  “Hey, baby, where’ve you been all day? I missed you in the student center around lunch time.”




  “Remember, I told you I had a forensic lab I had to make up?”




  “Oh, yeah. So are we still planning to hang out at the Horseshoe for a few beers tonight? I can’t stay out late ‘cause we have an early practice tomorrow morning, then we’re on the bus to Villanova for our game tomorrow night.”




  “That’s fine with me.” She slipped her hand into his. “I’ll go back to my dorm and shower. What time will you pick me up?”




  “About seven. How’s that?”




  “I’ll be waiting.” She looked at him, gave him a peck on the cheek, started to walk away, turned around, smiled, and waved.




  The three-mile ride to town took a little longer than normal. Tom’s 1942 Dodge was already seven years old, but performed a lot older. They were grateful that the heater blew warm air on their legs but the windshield defroster didn’t work and Tom had to rub his woolen coat sleeve across the glass to clear a peep hole. They fortunately found a parking spot in front of the Horseshoe. Tom turned the engine off, hurried to open the front door and allowed Becky to slip by and out of the slicing cold.




  “Hey, hotshot,” Emmanuel called across the din of the bar room. “Lay low on the beers tonight and get to bed early, without your girl!” Emmanuel was Tom’s 6’7” basketball teammate from the wrong side of Cleveland who managed to stay out of trouble as a kid and earn a basketball scholarship to Niagara University.




  “Yeah, sure Manny, I could say the same thing to you, except you don’t have a girl!”




  “You’re right, hotshot,” Emmanuel said in a baritone thunder and slapped his stomach. “I don’t have a girl. I’ve got many, many who love Manny — and Manny loves them all.”




  Tom laughed. “The big guy’s singing his mantra again. Let’s order a pizza and a pitcher of Utica Club and get out of earshot.” They moved to the restaurant section and grabbed a booth.




  Whenever they socialized among college friends, the conversations and group dynamics prevented them from discussing an overriding issue in their relationship. When they were alone, like tonight, Becky usually broached the topic first. They settled in the cushioned bench, wiggled into place and sat next to each other. “So, I gather you didn’t get mail from any of the law schools today, huh?” she asked as casually as she could manage.




  “No, but none of the other guys heard either. So I guess I’m not alone.”




  “Fordham? Buffalo? Dayton?”




  “No.”




  Becky hoped for the University of Buffalo, which was twenty miles from Niagara University. It wouldn’t be the same as being on campus together, but it would be acceptable.




  Despite his deep feelings for her, Tom wanted to go to Fordham law school, hundreds of miles away in Bronx, N.Y. The waitress sidled to their table and poked Tom. She was the first waitress hired when the Horseshoe opened many years ago and turned a summer job into a career.




  “Hey, Blondie, she said to Tom.” Her western New York accent made it sound like blandy.




  “Hey, sugar,” he looked up at her. “This is gonna’ be real quick and simple.” She shifted her stance, tucked her elbow into her ample hip and was ready to write. “One pepperoni pizza and a pitcher of UC,” he said.




  “Anything you want from me, Tommy, you got.” Over the years she had become fond of a number of students but he was one of her all-time favorites.




  Tom continued with Becky. “I really expect to start getting the acceptance or rejection letters within the next week to ten days.”




  She put her hand on his forearm resting next to hers. “You know my main concern is losing you to another place after you graduate. I’m not as concerned about our feelings changing as I am about the prospect of being apart geographically.”




  He didn’t have an answer and resorted to his usual style. “Well, think of it this way, you may lose a campus jock but you might gain an honest lawyer.” She replayed this comment.




  “Do you realize you have difficulty not using words like ‘might,’ ‘maybe, or ‘we’ll see’ when we discuss any plans for us in the future, even the immediate future, for God’s sake? In case you didn’t notice, you just did it again by telling me I might gain a lawyer instead of something definitive like you will gain a lawyer.”




  He could see she was getting depressed and tried to make light again. “I actually said ‘honest lawyer.’” He tossed her an opening for a punch line. She smiled and bought it. “There are no honest lawyers.” She tilted her head to rest it on his shoulder and sighed, being no clearer, once again, on what path their post-collegiate life would take.




  

  CHAPTER TWO




  The Korean War combat veterans sat in molded plastic chairs in the Officer’s Club at Fort Benning, drank beer, talked loudly, and cut chunks of cheddar cheese from a platter in the middle of the table.




  “How short are you, Nick?” The red-haired, muscled infantry officer asked one of the other guys.




  “Twenty-one and a wake-up,” the soldier answered. The military parlance conveyed he had twenty-one more days in the U.S. Army and on the morning of the twenty-second day he would wake up and be discharged from active duty.




  The red-haired officer said, “Hell, I’ll be between my girlfriend’s legs and you’ll still be lacing your boots — ten and an eye-opener.”




  After the ceasefire had been signed with North Korea, they all returned home, but nobody returned home the same. They all bore unseen scars from the experience, psychological tattoos worn by every combatant since time in memoriam. Now they were “short timers” and within days would reunite with friends, family, and non-military civilians who would be incapable of comprehending what they saw, heard, felt or smelled while in uniform.




  Tom had twenty-five more days to serve and hadn’t formulated any specific plan of action for the rest of his life. He had often thought about Becky since he graduated college but, after the early months of his first semester at Fordham Law, never made a concerted effort to keep in touch with her. She’d continued writing to him, despite his letters coming less frequently. Eventually she must have tired of the effort and resigned herself to the obvious when Tom stopped answering all together.




  During his first year in law school, he gradually became unable to take effective notes during class, comprehend reading assignments, and maintain an overall focus. The idea of completing law school seemed more and more remote. This led to his decision early in the last semester of his first year to withdraw from school and join the Army. It wasn’t so much a patriotic call as it was a visceral feeling of trying to regain a bond once familiar but now lost.




  “Hey, Tommy, wake up and drink your beer. And stop with that blank stare of yours. You’re givin’ me the creeps.” One of the other officers laughed and gave him a push. Tom reacted and rejoined the present.




  “You call this three-two crap beer?” he said. It was the typical low-alcohol stuff served on worldwide military bases. “I’d rather thaw a frozen sock and wring it out in a glass.” He chuckled and stood up. “Well, troops, I’ve had enough of your manly chatter and drank enough lousy beer and bourbon to float a landing craft. So I guess I’m doomed to see you tomorrow.” He shuffled out of the Officer’s Club with as much sober mobility as he could gather.




  Returning to his quarters, he sat on the bed, unlaced his boots, and reached to turn on the bulky Philco radio. He waited for the receiver tubes to heat up before twisting the tuner dial and searching for a clear station that wasn’t a Sunday night Christian fundamenta-list program. Without success, he rolled over on the bunk and turned the radio off. Sleep had never come easy for him and was often preceded with the tossing of sheets in an agitated state. Visions of frozen mountains, deafening artillery fire, and the repeated recoil from his M-1 rifle haunted his dreams. Waves of Chinese communist soldiers charging his platoon’s position, then to another place as a child, in a crevice of his mind, where he was unable to breathe from the putrescence rising from behind a locked door.




  ***




  “Just two more forms, Lieutenant Wallace and you’ll be officially discharged from active duty.” The First Sergeant handed him the forms and noted where his signature was required. “Have any immediate plans, sir?” He maintained military formality but had a genuine tone of friendly curiosity.




  “No, not completely, but I do want to catch up with friends I haven’t seen in a while.”




  “Family?”




  “No, no, not — not, ah, officially.” The sergeant cocked his head and Wallace realized his answer sounded strange. “Actually, I was born and raised mostly in an orphanage and my friends there sort of grew to become my family so that’s why I said I plan to catch up with my friends who I haven’t seen in a while. They’re all spread out but I’ll probably start up in New York and take it from there.”




  “Yes, sir. I didn’t mean to pry, sir.”




  “Don’t worry about it, First Sergeant.” Tom walked out the door to his car and drove out of Ft. Benning into the dusty July heat. His 1956 Plymouth was five years old and bounced over an unpaved surface formed by drenching spring rains, mud, then scorching summer sun, baking the rutted Georgia byway like a kiln.




  Hours of driving on backwoods country roads eventually deposited him before a wooden sign pointing toward Windsor, North Carolina. A billboard set in thick vegetation behind the sign loomed overhead advertising Tydol gasoline, and a Dr. Pepper, with an arrow pointing “2 mi. ahead.” A few minutes later he pulled into the earthen lot, and coasted next to a gas pump.




  “Y’all gas first, pay second,” a man with ruffled gray hair and wearing denim overalls held open the screen door to the general store and waved, “and don’t spill any.”




  After filling his tank, he slipped the nozzle back into the holder and went to pay for the fuel and buy a Dr. Pepper. The store smelled of fresh sawdust and dill pickles. Drawing another breath of sawdust, he stopped in his tracks, felt lightheaded and grasped the edge of a table holding dry goods and tins of crackers. His head cleared slightly when he heard an echo of a voice say, “So, that’ll be three bucks for the gas.”




  “Yeah, sure, one second.” He fumbled in his trouser pockets for money. “Uh, and how much for the soda pop?”




  “That’ll make it three dollars and five cents total.” The smell of the fresh saw dust in the store continued to tap at a window in Tom’s mind. “Y’all have a safe trip now.” The owner walked to the screen door and peered out. “With that Yankee tag I reckon y’all better have a safe and slow trip ‘round heah,” he said.




  Wallace nodded, shifted into first gear and pulled out slowly. His edginess gradually ebbed but he couldn’t dismiss the unsettlingly familiar smell of the store.




  

  CHAPTER THREE




  Dr. Gerhard walked to his early afternoon class, shuffling through crimson and orange leaves crackling under his comfortable tennis shoes, an azure sky setting a brilliant canopy for the colorful autumn foliage. Years at the same college hadn’t dulled his enthusiasm for his educational calling. With a sprightly bounce, he entered Clay Hall and into the lecture class. The seats were filled as usual and, glancing at his watch, he started speaking while flopping his notes on the podium.




  “As time ran out last class, we were discussing the difficulty of successfully utilizing psychodynamic therapy with certain types of personality disorders. The process is usually more effective when there are fewer coexisting issues also present. Unfortunately, this is normally not the case and the patient should be treated in total, to include not only the emotional state but the spiritual, physical and social needs, as well. In addition, it becomes exponentially more difficult during therapy sessions when the patient manifests periods of inattention, forgetfulness, or visibly “switches” and begins commenting on matters completely unrelated to the therapist’s conversation.”




  With years of teaching experience, he knew blank faces when he saw them and sensed the students may not be following his point. He started to illustrate his thinking.




  “This manifestation of inattention, forgetfulness, or ‘switching’ would be similar to me pointing to Mr. Kenny in the third row here.” The student’s back stiffened thinking Gerhard was going to test him with a question he couldn’t answer. “And asking him to tell me what I just said a second ago, and Mr. Kenny ‘switches’ and begins, for example, to talk about the moon in a voice not his own.” Dr. Gerhard raised his eyebrows as if to ask the students, got it? He observed some slight nods of affirmation and Kenny’s back relaxed as he realized he wasn’t going to get a question from Gerhard. He continued to elaborate on this topic until the session ended.




  The professor had no immediate commitments and decided to drive to town and visit the Ontario House, a local tavern for students, local residents, and Tuscarora Indians — the latter being a rather colorful bunch on payday . He tossed his scuffed leather brief case in the back seat of his Buick Century, started the engine and shifted into drive.




  Josie slid a mug of Carling Black Label in front of him and smiled her trademark nearly-toothless grin. “What’s up, Doc?” She loved giving him that line as she held a pretend carrot near her mouth, mimicking Bugs Bunny. She always laughed as a punctuation to her poor impression, but seldom did anyone else. Taking a pull from his beer, he heard the front door open and saw two students from his last class walk in, pull back rickety stools from the bar, pool their money and dump it in front of them.




  “We’re loaded today, Josie,” one of the boys said. “Got almost four bucks.” With ten seven-ounce glasses of beer costing a dollar, the money represented a college student’s bonanza. “Line us up some Genesee, sweetheart.”




  Gerhard looked down the bar and waved to the kids.




  “Hi, Doctor Gerhard,” Mike said while his friend divided the ten beers between them, but not without examining which glass held more than another. “I’m really interested in what you’ve been teaching us on different personality disorders and stuff,” he said in a raised voice while arching around his friend and talking from halfway down the bar. Nudging his buddy with his elbow, he continued, “It reminds me of when Chet, here, is drunk and the ugly girl, who never turns anybody down, is also drunk and he still can’t get to first base with her. It’s like he turns into a frustrated lunatic. Right, Chet?” Chet’s grin was visible through the bottom of the glass and didn’t argue.




  Gerhard smiled and said, “Fortunately, Chet’s frustration is benign and will definitely feel less acute when the hangover takes precedence the next day.”




  Mike moved a little closer. “You also said today that some of these personality swings can range from harmless to really bad, right?”




  “Yeah, I actually said that they can range from the benign,” nodding toward Chet, “like the behavior you described Chet sometimes exhibits, to the viciously psychopathic, which I hope you never see.”




  “Wow, can a guy really change that much?”




  “At the risk of getting too clinical here in a local gin mill, let me say the personality doesn’t change as much as it transforms into an alter, which is as close to another person as one can be without completely changing physical appearance.”




  “So who’s the real person?” Mike asked. “Is it the normal, everyday guy or the guy who’s, like, vicious?”




  Gerhard slid his mug of beer from one hand to another before answering. . . “The ‘real person’ sometimes coexists with others in the same body and mind. At any given time, they’re all real.”




  “Hey, Chet, did ya hear that?” Mike said. “Dr. Gerhard said that frustrated lunatic personality of yours is real. And if it keeps happening it’ll stay permanent, just like when your mother told you to stop making faces ‘cause someday you’re gonna make a face and it’ll stay that way. You’re doomed, buddy.”




  Chet knew his friend too well and motioned him away with the flick of his right hand.




  Gerhard turned to his own thoughts as Mike and Chet greeted several arriving student nurses and all academic conversation came to an abrupt halt. The decibel level increased as more patrons started to fill the bar and Gerhard decided it was time to take leave and go back to his apartment on Falls Street.




  The wooden stairs leading up to the second floor creaked in the same predictable spots every night and his apartment had a lived-in look typical of a post-middle-aged professor and melancholic widower. He moved to the place shortly after his wife’s long struggle ended, when he gathered the physical and emotional strength to move ahead. The thought of remaining in the house they’d owned for decades pained him too much and he couldn’t face the thought of seeing another spring when her flower garden would burst forth with the perennial blooms she’d so carefully cultivated over the years. During her last springtime, he would often hold her head up from the pillow so she could look out the bedroom window and, once again, see the miracle she helped create.




  He slung his coat on a hook in his small living room, undecided whether to poke around in the kitchen or sit down and watch the early evening news. The four-room apartment contained a small nook complete with two book cases filled with psychological research, historical biographies, sports articles, and comments and observations made by former students. His twenty-seven year marriage bore no children, but the walls were adorned with pictures of friends, nephews, nieces, pets, and especially each other.




  He finally decided to sit down in his favorite chair and give thought to how he might proceed with his lesson plan dealing with the recently accepted psychological term of multiple personality disorders, or MPD. How in depth should I go with the students to explain the possible violent facets of this malady? Intense manifestations are much less common, but his students seemed to be more interested in the stranger examples of the illness.




  He folded his hands on his belly and paused before pulling the cord for the high floor lamp. He grabbed a writing pad and started to make notes.




  

  CHAPTER FOUR




  Tom Wallace’s headlights were barely able to illuminate the rural North Carolina road at night through a torrential downpour. He hoped he was heading in the right direction for Route 13 north. His eye strain was amplified by the surreal effect of his high beams jigging with every bump, causing the rain drops to undulate, and perform some primitive tribal dance.




  From around a bend, headlights from an oncoming car on the narrow stretch of desolate roadway compounded the impact of the deluge. He shielded the glare with his left forearm and slowed down as the oncoming vehicle edged across the center line, straightened out and appeared to be driving at him head-on. He braked hard and downshifted, wondering what the suicidal maniac wanted to accomplish other than to kill them both.




  He steered to the muddy shoulder of the road and stopped. The other vehicle continued aiming toward him until it came to a stop, ten feet in front of his car’s grill. Immediately, both doors of the old pickup opened and two men jumped out in the glare of his head lights. One brandished a shotgun and yelled something through the din of the rain. The other guy said nothing but carried a baseball bat. It was the first time Tom had ever been confronted with weapons while being completely unarmed. His only defense was no offense; give them whatever money they wanted and live to fight another day.




  He recoiled from that thought when the men brandished their weapons and flanked his car. He felt his biceps pulse, time passed in slow motion and he stared out the window into the eyes of the man wielding the shot gun. His hand moved slowly toward the door handle, grabbed it firmly, and all the confusion and cacophony around him began to fade and then completely stopped.




  ***




  Tom sat resting, his hands on the steering wheel, the wind chasing remnants of rain clouds across a gray morning sky. He opened and closed his fists, feeling the thickness of swollen fingers before tilting the rear view mirror to take a look at his face. His forehead bore a bruise but he observed no other cuts or contusions. He looked out the windshield and noticed the strangers’ battered farm truck was stopped farther down the road from where he last remembered. It now pointed away from him as if trying to drive away before it stopped.




  He noticed a shoe under the running board of the truck. Trotting forward, he rubbed his hand through his short cropped hair and stopped when he thought he saw a foot sticking out from beneath the passenger side, wearing a shoe. He ran to the site and almost fell backwards when he rolled on a broken baseball bat, but regained his balance. Peering underneath, he saw the fully clothed body of a dead man, pools of dark, viscous blood settled in the craters of his crushed skull. He remembered two men had confronted him and he jumped up to find the other one.




  A hay truck splattering mud from its tires, rambled down the road, and slowed when it came to the scene. A man and woman looked out from the cab, studied Tom, the entire site, and said nothing before driving off faster than they arrived.




  He spun in circles wondering if he should just leave. He wasn’t sure if he did this but knew what the couple had seen would raise serious doubts about his innocence. None of this looked good for him and he couldn’t explain to anybody what he thought might have occurred. He decided to get back in his car and find another route away from the horrific event.




  Jogging back toward his car, he scooped up the bat pieces and walked to the embankment sloping down from the dirt shoulder of the road. He swung his arm in an arc and started to heave them into the green algae floating on the surface of the swamp below, but stopped, open-mouthed. Down the bank, he saw a shotgun braced between two gnarled tree stumps but no sign of the other man except for a mudslide ending in the fetid water. Grabbing the bat pieces tighter and looking around for others, he flung them as far as he could into the bog and decided not to waste another minute placing distance between himself and whatever happened here.




  Motoring north, he labored to piece together the gaps in time from the previous night but failed miserably and stopped trying. Gradually, the simple act of driving acted as a therapeutic exercise and an emotional salve. The blackout compelled him to focus forward because he couldn’t recall anything of the last twelve hours.




  He hoped to connect with the people he considered family, and carried a small piece of paper with contact information for two friends in New Jersey and one in Maine. Telephone numbers were scratched in fading pencil for only two of them. He didn’t know how current they were, but settled in his seat, took a deep breath and started the engine.




  

  CHAPTER FIVE




  Officer Becky Carlton steered the patrol car toward the three teenage boys walking down a residential side street drinking out of containers in paper bags. Stopping several yards in front of them, she stepped out into the heavy July heat, and watched them approach her.




  “Okay, boys keep walking and let’s gather ‘round me here.” They all wore looks of culpability. “You,” she pointed to one of the kids. “Hand me the bag and the container in it.” She looked inside and sniffed. “Hmmmm,” she said. “Show me some ID, please.” She took it from him and glanced at it quickly. “I was always good at arithmetic and looking at your birth date tells me you won’t be twenty-one until 1963. That makes you nineteen years old now and not old enough to consume liquor in this state. Are your buddies here in the same boat?” The other two nodded resignedly. “All right, here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to dump this beer now, record your names at the police station and give you this warning.” The trio was standing straight, their faces flushed as people slowed down to look at them. “If I ever hear any of you did this again, or if I hear you broke any other law in this pretty little town, I promise you I will detain your cheeks in our uncomfortable lockup until your daddies come to bail your sorry asses out of the slammer! Now move!”




  With their testosterone and bravado shot full of holes by a female officer, they turned, slump-shouldered and sheepish, and moved on from the smirking onlookers.




  Becky relished her job as a newly chosen officer of the law and deserved to have it. That’s what the town council had decided the previous summer. Since graduating from college, she utilized her psychology degree as a guidance counselor in the local elementary school. She also worked with the police department by helping them write the psychological component of the official handbook for police comportment in Beach Haven, N.J. When the time came for the town officials to choose the next police candidate, they broke protocol and selected her — a woman’s — application.




  Driving toward the beach area, she wore a wistful smile. Oh, how she would have loved to talk to her brother about today’s little law enforcement lesson. Maybe sit on the family’s Victorian front porch, have a beer in the shade of the wide raftered roof and tell him how much she couldn’t help cutting those kids some slack and laugh about it; if only he’d returned home alive from the war in Korea.




  Except for college time at Niagara University, Officer Becky Carlton had spent her entire life on an island six miles into the Atlantic Ocean and never tired of staring at the eternal changing seascape and the luminescence of the breaking waves. For centuries, the thick sand dunes of Beach Haven stood as shifting bulwarks to the relentless pounding of the sea during hurricanes and howling northeast winds. The latter traditionally hit the barrier island with unbridled ferocity in the off-season, with icy winds and frozen sea spray. Today, however, these same dunes posed ready for an artist’s paint brush, the green and gold grass of the sand mounds reaching skyward to the seagulls and sun.




  Her 8:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. shift was nearing its end and it was time to head back to the station and fill out her reports. “Hey, Becky, how’d it go today?” Captain Pat Larson passed her in the front lobby.




  “Same ‘ole stuff. Had a little fun with some kids today, though — trying to hide beer cans in paper bags and drinking on the street. . . When I got a little loud I think one of the kids wet his shorts.”




  Pat Larson was her boss, a seasoned officer and the only one on the current Beach Haven police force who’d ever fired his weapon. . . A deranged man brandishing a pistol and screaming incoherently on the boulevard in broad daylight was the reason. He’d never needed to draw his weapon since.




  “Local kids?”




  “Nah, I didn’t recognize any of them. They were from north Jersey and New York. Tourist kids, I guess. ID’d them. Want to see their names?”




  “Not for underage drinking. We all did it,” Larson said. She shrugged, crumpled up the names and tossed them in the metal waste paper basket. Before entering her daily report, she walked to her worn, wooden desk, sat in the swivel chair and adjusted the cord on the black rotary phone before picking it up and spinning her home phone number.




  “Hello?” a soprano voice answered.




  “Hi, honey, I’ll be making a couple of stops before coming home. Are you all right for about an hour?”




  “Oh, hi, mommy. I knew it was you. Maureen’s mommy just brought me home and you know what? She gave us chocolate ice cream and I gave Mr. Teddy some and then we ate it all up and then —”




  “Mr. Teddy had some? Good. Okay, honey, I’m just a little busy right now but we’ll talk about it when I get home, okay? I’ll be stopping at Beal’s to grab something for dinner.”




  “Okay, mommy.”




  Becky’s five-year-old daughter was the light of her life and drew all the best traits from her father and mother. It wasn’t easy raising a child alone, especially with her swing shifts which, routinely, required her to pull night duty. Becky fortunately had her mother and father to care for Cindy during those work hours, but despite the boundless love of the little girl’s grandparents, it could never substitute for the care that could have been given by her father. Having a child out of wedlock under the existing social mores was not an easy decision to make, but Becky had never given any thought about “going away,” bearing her child and giving it up for adoption. She realized there would be no marriage between her and the older stage actor who had pursued her, then departed one mid-September day after the summer stock Surflight Theater closed. He told her he was scheduled to perform in other venues throughout the rest of the calendar year and would keep in touch with her. He never did, and he never knew she was pregnant.




  Despite having been raised in Beach Haven and enjoying the fine reputation her family shared in the community, Becky was not especially welcomed as an unwed mother. Her parents were her only pillars of strength and stood fast against all the whispers and nodding heads of the local town folk.




  Armed with that crucial support, Becky carried herself with dignity and let her daughter know every day how much she was loved. Eventually her consistent actions as a mother and committed citizen of Beach Haven led others to gradually relent on their congenital prejudices, and she eased back into a daily routine in the home town which she so dearly loved.




  She parked her Ford Fairlane outside her rented fisherman’s-style cottage, grabbed the groceries from Beal’s, and scaled the four front porch steps in two leaps. The wooden screen door slammed behind her and she felt two little arms grab her legs from behind.




  “Mommy! Did you hear me sneak up on you?”




  “No, I didn’t, sweetie, you sure surprised me!” Becky said with mock amazement. “Come help me put our food away, okay?”




  “Sure. I’m not too busy now.” Cindy pursed her lips and bowed her head like it was a perfectly reasonable request and fit nicely into her schedule. They both ate a dinner of chicken cutlets with a salad of bib lettuce, Bermuda onions and sliced Jersey tomatoes. Dinner, coupled with an active day on the beach, prompted Cindy to cuddle Mr. Teddy, crawl up on the only couch in her home, and pretend to read The Cat in The Hat.




  “C’mon, young lady.” Becky lifted her from the couch. “Let’s draw some water for you so you can cool down before going to bed, okay?” The crimson sun was already dipping in the western sky and silhouetting the sedge islands of the bay, but the night temperature was not going to drop much.




  “Mmmm,” Cindy responded. Becky assumed her somnolent mutter was affirmative and walked across the cracked linoleum to the bathroom at the rear of the single story house. She adjusted the water temperature with one arm while holding her daughter with the other. When it was just right, she fully opened the dual faucets, and water cascaded into the deep claw foot tub.




  The heat remained oppressive in Cindy’s bedroom and Becky had to improvise again. She removed the large block of ice from the ice box in the kitchen and placed it in a washtub. She set a fan to blow over it and push cool air across her little girl. In the morning, she would have to go to the ice house on the mainland for another block but that seemed like a small price to pay. On nights like this, she was happy she didn’t have a Frigidaire. How would those people cope with tonight’s heat and humidity without an ice box? The real reason was the ice box came with the rented house and, more pointedly, she couldn’t afford an electric refrigerator.




  The front porch was the best spot to hope for a whisper of ocean breeze and read in the fading evening light. She stepped toward her makeshift bookcase and spotted one of her college books. Psychology was a constant avocation and she often thought about her professor, Dr. Josef Gerhard, and was happy she’d kept in touch with him over the years. She grabbed a book titled Role Models and Personality Disorders and rubbed its cover while she slowly walked to the outside rocker.




  

  CHAPTER SIX




  Tom Wallace was relieved to be away from the suffocating heat of the south and drove with the car windows open through the bucolic pastures and thick woodlands of northwest New Jersey. He planned to make a local tencent telephone call to the number written on the piece of paper in his pocket as soon as he found a phone booth.




  The serenity of the drive ended abruptly when he felt the heavy thumping of his tires on railroad tracks which seemed to appear from nowhere. He slowed and noticed the gate tender’s shack. The burly, middle-aged watchman saw Tom backing up, rose from his cushioned chair and greeted him. “I bet you need directions to somewhere.” The man smiled confidently, having gone through this exercise many times before.




  “You’re right. I’d like to find a place where I can get something to eat — nothing fancy,” Tom said, “and make a telephone call.”




  “Well, you’re almost there.” He pointed down the road and bent his hand implying a curved direction. “See that big oak tree on the left? About one hundred yards past it the road bows to the right. Follow it for about a mile until you come to the first intersection and you’ll see a diner right in front of you. Can’t miss it. Three phone booths out front to boot.”




  Tom thanked him and shifted into forward gear. Despite the solitary hours he’d spent driving north from Georgia, he’d never given much thought to how life might be treating his childhood friends. Maybe it was a protective mechanism against possible bad news, and the best way to think about it was no way. Or maybe it was the practical realization that the scraps of paper with scribbled home locations from three of his virtual brothers might be long outdated. They were slipped to him many years ago in the compound, were guarded with his life, and represented their last permanent contact information. He was now looking for Calvin. Two more boys would follow.




  He took the directions and was forced to slip on sunglasses due to the sun reflecting off the shiny aluminum siding of a solitary diner. Wrap-around windows offered the customers a panoramic view outside, and nobody approaching the eatery escaped curious scrutiny. Patrons sat in Naugahyde booths lining the interior perimeter of the place; others sat at the red swivel stools at the Formica counter, eating and chatting with those on either side of them.




  Three phone booths stood shoulder to shoulder at the edge of the diner’s property. Tom opened the door to the middle one. The heat inside felt like an oven and Tom held the door open with his foot while rifling through his pockets for the pieces of paper with the numbers. Flattening a wrinkled piece on the small ledge below the black phone box, he dropped a dime into the 10-cent slot and dialed the number. Numerous metallic rattles sounded but nobody answered. . . He depressed the metal hook on the box, disconnecting his attempt, and the dime slid back. Kicking open the door, he walked toward the limestone steps of the diner to get something to eat. Settling on a swivel stool, he couldn’t decide whether to peek at the menu or ask for information about a local guy named Calvin. Hell, he may have even changed his name since the last time I saw him. Some of us never knew our real names anyway.




  “Morning, young man,” the waitress said.




  “‘Low, ma’am.” He stared at the plastic two-fold menu.




  “Uh, I’m sorta’ hungry, so what would you have if you were me? I haven’t seen too many diners in the last few years.”
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