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Chapter One


    Sunday


    My goddamn arm screamed out in agony as I edged toward the cellar doors, hoping to find a way out of the crawlspace where I was trapped under Stephen Bracken’s house. The burning pain in my right arm throbbed up to my shoulder, reminding me that Bracken’s mountain lion of a dog had nearly shredded my forearm about an hour ago. The blood started seeping through the homemade bandage that I’d ripped from my black cowboy shirt. I was losing blood at an alarming rate. The lightheadedness returned. I had a headache that a belt of morphine couldn’t have slaked. My thirst was so overwhelming that I damn near would have drunk Bracken’s dog’s piss if he’d have lifted his leg and squirted me a shot.


    I was hung over and sleep deprived and regretting the hell out of coming to Bracken’s property all alone, to snoop around without notifying anyone. But no one’s ever accused me of being very smart.


    My whole body was shivering from the cold rain water that had soaked me through and from the blood loss and the fear. I might even have had a fever. I certainly couldn’t stop trembling. I wanted to bury my pounding head in my arms and just sleep, except that I needed to find an escape route before Bracken got home. If he arrived before I found an exit, God only knew what he would do. I had literally no idea what he would do if he found me. I didn’t really know much about him, except that he was a part-time flower delivery man who had a lot to hide. My private investigative instincts told me that any sicko who had killer dogs to guard his house and concertina wire strung across his crawlspace had to have something to hide.


    Behind me the concertina wire served as a barrier to the only exit from the crawlspace I knew about. It also served to protect me from a killer dog that wanted to rip my throat out. I had killed his smaller buddy and poked this one’s eye out, but if he got to me again, I knew I wouldn’t be so lucky next time. My strength had all but escaped me, my courage with it.


    My only hope was to push through the pain and dehydration and try to find a way out. Maybe those old abandoned cellar doors were not entirely abandoned. Lots of farmers had built new structures around old root cellars. My own grandparents had enclosed a porch off the back door so that they could kick off their muddy boots before entering the kitchen, and so they could go down to the cellar in all types of weather.


    Bracken might have done something similar when he added onto to the original structure, which meant he probably had a trap door through the floor and into the house. I just needed to find it and get the hell out of here before he returned and found my trespassing ass on his property. Here in Bumfuck, Kentucky, a lot of farmers still shot trespassers first and saved questions for later.


    Fear drove me on. My head throbbed and my right arm squealed in resistance as I frantically searched for an escape route, one painful stride after the last.


    That’s when I heard a cat whining. Only it wasn’t a cat. It was the whimpering of a small child. It was coming from the cellar. A little girl was crying. I crawled toward her, armed with only my screwdriver, a cell phone with no signal, and a dying cigarette lighter.


    “Honey, what is your name?” I said, gently.


    “Rosa.”


    “Rosa, my name is Marvin. I have come to help you. Take you home.”


    I tried to coax her out of the cellar.


    “The door won’t open enough for me to crawl down in the cellar and get you. But you can crawl out. Come up here to me.”


    Nothing.


    “I promise you that I am going to take you home. Can you do that? Can you crawl out here?”


    Nothing.


    My right hand wasn’t working. I looked around in the lighter’s light. It was growing dim. I would run out of fluid soon.


    I found a stone and with great effort, I propped it under the door. I wedged it as close to the hinged side as possible, propping the door opening up a few inches. I stuck the lighter in the gap and lit it.


    “Come on, Rosa. Can you see me?”


    I feared she had sunk back into a dark corner of her dungeon, hiding from me.


    Then I saw the faintest outline of her face. She was Hispanic, a tiny little thing.


    I switched to Spanish.


    “Venga Rosa. Venga. Voy a llevarle a sus padres.” Come Rosa. Come. I am going to take you to your parents.


    Ever so gently she eased closer to the door. I could make out stone steps leading into the bowels of the cellar.


    The lighter got hot, and I released the button.


    “Come on, honey. Let’s go home. My lighter is almost out. I can’t turn it on. You have to trust me.”


    “El va a hacerme daño,” she whimpered. He will hurt me.


    “No he won’t. I won’t let him touch you anymore. That’s over. I promise.”


    Her tiny hand reached the door, and she pushed it. I heaved the door with my good hand, giving her as much space as I could.


    Her arm surfaced. Then her head, and her shoulders. She squeezed out the door and exited her torture chamber. She crawled into the belly of the new house. I let the door slam closed.


    She jumped and screamed. That made the dog bark and growl, and we both screamed. He was at the vent at the front of the house. Only a few feet away.


    She fell against my shoulder, and I hugged her. She was a frail little thing. She smelled of urine and kid’s sweat.


    “It’s OK. We’re going home.”


    I asked if she was alone, and she told me about the other two little girls, Carolina and Armanda. Stephen had taken them away right before I got there. He drove down the lane just as I had arrived. I had dived onto the grass in the pounding rain so he wouldn’t see me. He didn’t, but his dogs had.


    And I had arrived too late to save the other two girls. Story of my life.


    While I was laying there feeling sorry for myself, I heard the front door slam.


    Stephen was home.


    Rosa started shivering. She let out a tiny shriek.


    “Shhh,” I said, and put my hand over her mouth. I squeezed her gently against me to give her warmth. Then I realized my clothes were drenched from the rain outside. I was probably making her colder. I realized I was shivering too, partly because my body temperature had dropped and partly because I was frightened out of my mind.


    “Be quiet, honey. We’re gonna be OK,” I whispered in Spanish, trying to sound authoritative, but instinctively I knew that I was failing. Kids have a sixth sense about things like this. They know when you are bullshitting them.


    The dog let out a roar, and we jumped. Rosa shrieked loudly this time.


    “Shhh,” I said. “Stephen doesn’t know I am here.”


    A growl started deep in the dog’s throat and then erupted into ear-shattering roars.


    “Shut up you little bitch. I’ll deal with you in a few minutes,” Bracken yelled to Rosa through the trap door directly above us.


    I knew I should have been madly searching for another way out, but my eyes were glued to the trap door. If he opened it, I wouldn’t stand a chance. My right arm wasn’t working. My right leg was numb and swollen. My ankle was badly sprained. I had lost a lot of blood, and I was weak. I couldn’t have fought off Rosa had she put up much of a struggle, let alone a grown man half my age.


    Our only hope was silence. Maybe Bracken would take a nap before attending to Rosa. Or maybe he would make himself a fuckin’ bologna sandwich. Or maybe he would take a shit or whack off, for all I cared. I just didn’t want him to turn his attention to us. I needed time to find a way out.


    The dog kept barking, as if notifying his owner that he’d cornered his quarry.


    “What’s wrong with you, Genghis?” Bracken yelled.


    Genghis kept yapping.


    I didn’t know what to do. My mind wasn’t working right. I had no business here. I should have brought Zeke with me. He had the intelligence to analyze the situation properly. He would know what to do. Zeke’s plan would have been so immaculate that I would have never been attacked by the dogs. Zeke would have insisted we use bear spray or a Taser on the damn mutts. We would have discovered Rosa by searching the house systematically and finding the trap door. Zeke would have watched the door while I pulled Rosa out of the root cellar. We would have been back to his Cadillac well before Stephen Bracken got home. We’d have notified the police, and Bracken would be getting his cavity searched about now. If only I had planned properly.


    The front door opened. I heard Bracken’s footsteps as he moved onto the front porch. I heard the floorboards squeak under his weight and the screen door stretch open. Then it slammed shut.


    I prayed Bracken wouldn’t notice the damage I had done to Ghengis’s eye.


    “What’re you barkin’ at, you stupid mutt?” he yelled.


    The dog whined.


    The rain had stopped. My breath was heavy and rushed. I hoped he couldn’t hear me.


    Oh God, don’t let him know I’m here.


    “She ain’t goin’ nowhere,” Bracken yelled.


    I imagined him looking over his expansive yard to the empty lot across the fence where I had left Zeke’s Cadillac. I hoped Bracken couldn’t see it. The car was out of place. Bracken would know something was off, that someone was on his property. He would know someone was under his floor, and that the fuckin’ mongrel had trapped that someone.


    How did I get myself into these messes?


    The dog whined.


    Bracken walked back into the house. Footsteps walked right over us. I heard the plywood subfloor creak overhead. Nails squeaked under his weight. I felt his bulk indent the wood above us and virtually press into my face and chest, as if there were an invisible cylinder of condensed air compressing my torso. I imagined him looking down at the floor, sensing my presence.


    My eyes were glued to the hatch. I found myself almost imagining Bracken was a perverted giant who had stopped dead in his tracks directly above us. He was sniffing the air. He could smell my stench and fear, and he knew I had come to steal Rosa, his golden goose.


    I was positive he was going to open the hatch. I just knew it. My lungs froze. My breathing halted. But my heart sped up, beating harder and louder. I could feel the pounding of blood through my ears, as if congested with a cold.


    Rosa shrieked again, but this time my hand stifled most of the noise.


    Then Bracken’s steps continued past us. He walked a few feet further. Then I heard water running. He was washing at the kitchen sink.


    I forced myself to take a few breaths.


    He shut off the water.


    His footsteps didn’t move. I wondered what he was doing. I was listening intently, but I couldn’t hear anything. Was he listening for me? Could he hear me breathing?


    Then my phone rang.


    Both Rosa and I jumped. I was pulsating with fear. Every inch of my flesh sizzled with alarm. I rolled from my side where I was protectively hugging Rosa onto my back so that I could reach my left hand into my pocket, but it was an awkward movement, and it took too long to get my phone.


    Maybe Bracken didn’t hear it, I thought.


    It rang a second time.


    I fumbled. I heard steps rushing overhead.


    It rang again. By the time I got it out, I had accidently silenced it. I cursed my own awkwardness. My amateurishness was going to get us both killed.


    I looked at the mobile phone’s screen. It was Nora, the mother of Holly, the African-American lady who’d been killed. But Nora wouldn’t be any help. She was hours away in Lexington.


    I frantically flipped through contracts to find Zeke’s number. I hit “call,” but it dialed Linda West’s number instead. Linda was a cop in Lexington as well, too damned far to be an immediate help. She could have contacted the local police and sent them to my rescue, but I wasn’t thinking clearly. I had planned on calling Zeke, who was just fifteen or twenty minutes away.


    So I hit CANCEL.


    “Who’s down there?” Bracken the Giant yelled. I could hear urgency and uncertainty in his voice. He was a predator of small children. He was not used to being the target. I had thrown a little doubt into his diabolical plan.


    Maybe I could toss in a little more ambiguity.


    I tried Zeke’s number, but the phone wouldn’t dial. I had lost the signal again.


    Shit.


    “Marvin Gray,” Bracken yelled. “Is that you?”


    I froze. We had never met. I didn’t know how to react or respond.


    How did he know I was here? I had only seen him through the windshield of his van while he nearly ran me over at the Rose Petal Flowers & Kraft Shop where he worked.


    The owners of the shop could have told him that I was looking for him. They could have given him my number. He could have heard from any one of fifty people in this corner of the Union County that I was investigating Holly’s death. He could have assumed that sooner or later I would come after him.


    Is that why he ditched the other two girls an hour ago? Did he have connections at the Hilltop Motel that told him I had returned to Room 2? Did that snitch also inform Bracken that I left Morganfield in the direction of Taft Junction? Is that why Bracken felt the need to dispose of the other two little girls? Did he anticipate my arrival? If so, why would he keep Rosa alive? Did he plan on escaping Kentucky with her tied up in the back of his van?


    “Gray is that you?” Bracken yelled again. “I’ve been expecting you.”


    Then a sense of immature defiance emerged in my chest. I can’t say why. I have always been stubborn. I have always stood up to bullies, even if it was nothing more than tough talk. My big brother Spence used to say, “Your mouth is making commitments that your ass can’t pay for.”


    So, why should tonight be any different? I had never dealt with a predator of small children like Bracken before. Bracken was the ultimate bully. He preyed on defenseless kids, Hispanic kids, probably the children of illegal aliens who would think twice about reporting the disappearance to the authorities.


    “Why don’t you open the door and poke your head down here to find out, you fuckin’ pervert,” I yelled.


    The last thing I wanted him to do was open the door, but I figured the bluff might work.


    “Hurry,” I yelled in a different voice, as if I were speaking on the phone. “We are trapped in the crawlspace of Stephen Bracken’s house at Taft Junction. Yes, Stephen Bracken. Taft Junction. He has kidnapped at least three children. Rosa, Carolina, and Armanda. Hurry.”


    Silence. Bracken was trying to determine if I were really speaking to someone or not. He’d heard the phone ring. I had sown the seeds of doubt.


    I decided to push the bluff further.


    “Don’t tell me to relax,” I yelled, trying to sell the illusion with the sincerity of broken breaths. I was hyperventilating. “Yes, I have a gun. And if he opens the door I am going to blow his fuckin’ head off.”


    I was staring at the trap door wondering what I would do if he opened it.


    Probably shit myself.


    Then the wooden door imploded. Rosa screamed. A thousand splinters struck my face. My eyes instinctively closed, but not before they were layered with grit. I felt an intense burning in my right cheek, forehead and ear.


    I tried to open my eyes but I couldn’t. I was blinded. I wanted to try to clean my eyes but didn’t have the chance.


    A second shotgun blast filled my ears. The buckshot and splinters missed to the left. Although blind, I knew the next shot would be square into my face.


    I squeezed Rosa to my chest and rolled away from the hatch. I squished the little girl underneath me.


    The third blast set fire to my back.


    I rubbed my eyes trying to clear tiny slivers of wood and grit. But I was blinded.


    Rosa was crying and screaming. I heard that fuckin’ mutt Ghengis barking in my right ear. He had moved around to the vent on the other side of the house.


    I rolled again. It was a painful roll because my whole body was screaming out in agony. I was crushing little Rosa too. I did not have the strength or dexterity to keep my full weight propped off of her. She screamed in pain.


    A fourth blast was followed immediately by a fifth and a sixth.


    We were getting hammered with shotgun blasts and wood splinter shrapnel, buckshot, and grit.


    I couldn’t see shit, but the dog kept yapping and yapping, and the shotgun kept exploding as if it were chasing me blindly. And Rosa kept screaming and crying.


    It was a perfect storm of torment and pain and terror. I had rescued Rosa only to see her die from shotgun wounds.


    What a fuckin’ loser, I told myself. I am an amateur. I have risked this girl’s life for what?


    I was angry at myself, but kept plucking sand and grit and splinters from my eyes. My back was to the underside of the floor where blasts of gunpowder and steel exploded all around us like artillery fire.


    I was frightened for Rosa, but I was also frightened for me. I was not the altruistic protector I had always hoped I could be. Even as I was trying to save her life, I was trying to save mine.


    Rosa screeched at a fresh shotgun blast.


    In my blindness, the dog sounded closer than he really was. I half expected him to reach my head at any moment, to dig his teeth into my scalp. I knew it was not really possible for the mongrel to reach through that tiny vent, but when your world is disintegrating into blinding chaos, you imagine all types of horror. With your eyes closed, your imagination has free reign.


    “Shhh, quiet,” I whispered to Rosa. “If we’re quiet, maybe he will think we’re dead.”


    I rubbed my eyes trying to clear my vision. Tears streamed down my cheeks. Was I permanently blinded?


    “No, then he’ll come down here,” she screamed.


    She was right. I hadn’t thought of that. If we were perfectly quiet, if he thought we were dead and there was no threat of my shooting him, then sooner or later, he would come to investigate.


    Leave it to a six-year-old to outthink me.


    “Are you hurt?” I asked her.


    “Yes,” she said. She was crying.


    “Where?” I said, trying to feel for wounds in my blindness.


    “Everywhere,” she cried.


    Boom. Another blast exploded a few feet away. Bracken had no idea where we were. He was trying to systematically shoot every few feet, hoping to kill us, or at least injure us.


    I grabbed Rosa, moving her closer and closer to the concrete block wall on my right. With great effort, I scooted her beneath me. I was her human shield. I moved her over a glass jar, some newspapers, and what felt like a small coil of copper pipe. I bumped my head on a heating duct. It made a twang noise, but Ghengis’s roars drowned it out.


    My right arm screeched in pain. My right leg refused to fully comply with my mind’s orders. I half dragged it with me, stretching resistant muscles a few painful inches further away from the blasts. But the blasts kept getting closer.


    How many fuckin’ shells does that thing hold? I asked myself. He should have to pause to reload any second now, for fuck’s sake.


    I tried to muffle the involuntary groans from the excruciating movement, but I was not very successful. I have always been a baby when it comes to pain. And when my body hurts, it lets the world know it.


    So with each agonizing movement, my mouth betrayed me by bleating loudly.


    I prayed that through Ghengis’s howling and Bracken’s incessant gunshots that the pedophile couldn’t hear me.


    Rosa, however, he could hear. She screamed with each gunshot. Not that I blamed her. My lungs and heart and brain exploded in sync with the gunshots. My chest and heart and blood vessels leaped each time the shotgun discharged. If I hadn’t been dehydrated, I might have pissed myself.


    Unfortunately, Rosa’s screams served as an imperfect homing beacon for the stalking predator above us. We moved a foot to the right, and Bracken blasted a hole in the wooden floor just behind us. Rosa screamed in unison with the gunshot. I worked to scoot us another foot to the right, and Bracken fired again. This time a little closer to our heads. Rosa revealed our location, but Stephen couldn’t determine precisely where we were, so he prodded with another blast. This time it was nearer my good foot.


    The deafening uproar, violent explosions, and paralyzing fear and agony were maddening. I could barely think, and those thoughts weren’t clear or analytic. They were survival thoughts of escape, refuge, and hiding. They were instincts more than thoughts. Instincts of self-preservation that lay inherent in all of us, aroused by fear and stimulated with adrenaline.


    “Shhh,” I kept repeating. But she kept screaming.


    I lifted her over a shallow cardboard box, the kind that stock boys use to shelf a case of Campbell’s Soup at the grocery store. My foot struck a large, empty can.


    Then miraculously the firing stopped.


    He’s out of ammunition, I thought.


    I froze.


    “Shhh,” I told her.


    The dog’s barks kept thundering in our ears. I wanted to hear Bracken’s movement. Was he reloading? Was he listening?


    I listened closely, fearing his next move. Whatever he did next couldn’t be good.


    With the dog’s reverberating howls, I couldn’t hear footsteps, but I heard a door slam.


    Was he going for more ammunition?


    I needed to try to call again. Our only chance was to call for help. But my phone was gone. I tried to remember what happened. I had it in my left hand when the first gunshot rang out.


    Shit. I lost it. When I grabbed Rosa to roll away, I must have dropped it.


    “Rosa, are you OK?” I whispered.


    She whimpered, but didn’t respond.


    “Sweetie, I need you to listen,” I pleaded with her. “We don’t have much time. I need to get my phone. Can you see it?”


    More whimpering.


    “Sweetie, please. You have to help me. My phone. Do you see it? Look back near the door.” I didn’t know how to say trap door in Spanish. I wanted to say cellar, but I didn’t know that word either.


    “Hurry. We don’t have much time. I need to get my phone. Can you see it?”


    “No,” she said.


    We were wasting time. Wherever Stephen Bracken had gone, he wouldn’t be gone long.


    “Look back to where I found you. Back by the door in the floor. Where we were when he first fired the shotgun at us. Do you see my phone?”


    “No,” she said between whimpers. “No, I don’t see it.”


    Damn, this was frustrating. My heartbeat was racing. I needed to resolve this issue now. I had no patience. Time was limited. The anxiety was almost brimming out of my ears.


    She’s just a little girl, I told myself. Find a way to communicate the urgency to her.


    “Sweetie. I can’t see. I need your help. I need you to raise up, look around, and tell me where that phone is. Then I will go back and get it and call the police.”


    I waited.


    “Please, Rosa. Please, help me.”


    I waited.


    “You have to move. You are heavy,” she told me.


    I lifted my weight off of her.


    I felt her tiny chest shift under me. Her legs slipped slightly. She groaned in pain. My weight had hurt her.


    I waited.


    “Yes, I see it. It’s right there.”


    “Where, Honey? How far?”


    “Right there.”


    I kept forgetting how young she was. “OK, take my hand,” I told her. “And point me in the right direction. I am going to get it.”


    I waited for a response. Her tiny fists grabbed my t-shirt.


    “No, don’t leave me.” She resumed whimpering.


    Frantically she screamed, “Please don’t leave me.”


    Be patient, I told myself.


    “Honey, I have to get that phone. We have no choice. We have to call the police.”


    “No, don’t leave me.”


    I couldn’t reason with her this way.


    I needed to get her to help us both, using frames of reference she could understand.


    “Rosa, that bad man is going to come back here and kill me if I don’t get that phone,” I hated myself for saying it. I was shattering what little sense of safety I provided her. She hadn’t asked for my “rescue.” I had imposed it on her. I had promised her that I would keep her safe and that man would not harm her anymore. Now, I was going back on my promise.


    “He will kill me, Rosa,” I continued, “and he will take you. And he will hurt you.”


    I waited for a response. The dog barked on.


    “Do you hear me?”


    I waited. The dog continued to howl.


    “Rosa?” I said louder.


    The same door slammed.


    Stephen was back.


    Then she surprised me.


    “I’ll get the phone,” she said.

  


  
    
Chapter Two


    Monday


    For the past couple of months, you have shown marked improvement,” Simon said. “You have weaned yourself off the Xanax and Klonapin. You seem to be sleeping better and managing the anxiety well. We’ll keep you on the anti-depressants for the time being. Lexapro seems to be working. You are making progress in the group sessions and in our individual sessions. The staff tell me you are eating well and exercising. I suspect that helps with the sleep and anxiety. Your memory has improved, I see. You are more cogent. I think it’s time.”


    I knew what the therapist was going to say, but I wanted no part of it.


    “I’m going to schedule your release for the day after tomorrow.”


    “No, I am not ready,” I told him.


    He smiled gently as if he had known what I was going to say.


    We were in the same grubby office where we always met. He sat in the same swivel chair, and I was in the same worn-out, shit-brown loveseat. He brandished his blue Bic pen tightly, like a miserly bookkeeper slashing overhead costs.


    Astonishingly, I had grown used to this routine and didn’t want to break it. For the first couple of months here, I had wanted nothing more than to escape this insane asylum. But as I started recovering and healing, I had grown increasingly dependent on Simon and the care I received in this state institution.


    “I need more time,” I told him.


    “What are you afraid of?” he said. “Afraid someone is still trying to kill you?”


    “No, that doesn’t bother me. There will always be someone trying to murder me. I’m a Gray, after all,” I told him nonchalantly. “No, it’s just that I have grown attached to the cuisine.”


    He looked at me over his thick black glasses. Simon was a hostage of habit. He wore the same dark slacks and poorly-pressed white dress shirts every day since I met him.


    “Think about it, Simon. Where can I get stewed tomatoes and macaroni casserole like this outside the wire?”


    “We don’t have any wire here, Marvin.”


    “And have you ever tasted those lime green Jello cubes with carrot slivers? Man, that is an unadulterated culinary masterpiece.”


    Simon permitted himself a humor-induced smile. I hadn’t seen many of those from him.


    “I mean really. You got your gelatin dessert. A jiggly delight designed to tickle the taste buds. The chef could have claimed perfection right then and there. But he didn’t stop. Genius is insatiable. This confectionary superhero inserts a nutritious vegetable inside the dessert. So to the unsuspecting consumer, you’re just eating pure fun. Entertainment for the taste buds.”


    I raised an erect finger to alert Simon that enlightenment was impending.


    “But to the discerning dietary connoisseur, you’re ingesting stealth health food.”


    I permitted my eyebrows to scoff upward in mock sincerity.


    “You’re striking wholesome nutrition into three food groups in one clean, yet wobbly swoop. Three, mind you. Not just one.”


    “Here we go,” Simon said with an unamused frown. He placed his notepad and Bic pen on his desk.


    “The green lime meets your daily fruit requirements. The carrot slivers cover your vegetables. And your sugar crystals, well, they cover you sugar food group.”


    I leaned forward in the chair as if whispering a state secret.


    “And that doesn’t even take into account the boiling water. Did you know that the chef here makes his Jello with boiling water? You know what we call this maestro of the kitchen? El maestro de la cocina.”


    “His name is Paul,” Simon said.


    I shook my head for emphasis.


    “Brilliance, I contend. This is unsullied brilliance in culinary perfection. Why, I am preparing to shoot off an email to the Food and Drug Administration as we speak. Rest assured, Simon, that I am going to sing the Maestro’s praises. This is the biggest gastronomic discovery since Michelle Obama castrated the Cookie Monster, thereby transforming him into Veggie Monster by Presidential Decree 6095.”


    Simon locked onto me with an unamused stare. He’d had enough of my theatrics.


    “Well, I am glad to see your humor has returned,” the therapist said. “I understand you stopped smoking and have taken a few cooking classes. I am impressed.”


    That is not what I wanted to hear, but the show must go on.


    “Damned straight,” I told him. “What else can you attribute to my newfound appreciation for the kitchen?”


    He leveled his expression. I don’t think he wanted to indulge me.


    “Simon, do you know they taught me all of the tricks of cooking hamburgers? I had been doing it all wrong all these years. And now, with the help of these master chefs, I have come to realize that I have a natural talent for making hamburgers.”


    “Spare me,” Simon said.


    “First, I wad up a ball of ground beef. I pat it into a patty. I sprinkle salt on it. Not just one side, like you would think, Simon. Are you ready for this? I salt both sides of the hamburger patty. Can you fuckin’ believe it? Both goddamn sides of that patty, I tell you. Now, I know what you are thinking. How can this guy look at me with a straight face and tell me that he salts his hamburger patties on both sides? But, Simon, that’s some of the profound shit they teach you in this joint.”


    I pressed my palms together like I was making a hamburger patty and pretended I was adding salt.


    “I mean, you are probably thinking to yourself, if this guy makes the patty and then lays the patty in the hot skillet and sprinkles salt on it, then it’s over. Stick a fork in it. Not a chance in hell of him getting salt on the other side. Right? A couple minutes bare faced on that sizzling skillet and it’s too hot to put back into your palm to re-salt, right? Am I right?”


    Simon removed his glasses and began cleaning them, which was quite a relief to me because he had a fat fingerprint over one lens. I mean, how do you tell a guy you respect that he’s got a fat fingerprint all over one lens without embarrassing the hell out of him?


    “But no, Simon,” I continued. “This cooking class has taught me the mysteries passed down from generation to generation, going all the way back to the Mayflower. It’s actually so simple that I don’t know why someone didn’t think of this before.”


    “OK, that’s quite enough,” he said.


    “I salt one side before I put it in the skillet. And that salted side is the one I put face down.” I smiled and release a little mad scientist laugh. “See that leaves you with the unsalted side facing up. Can you fuckin’ imagine?”


    His frown lengthened.


    “I then take the salt shaker and salt that side facing up. Presto, both fuckin’ sides of the hamburger are salted right out of the gate.


    “But wait. I don’t stop there. See, I have learned that every good chef creates his own path to culinary prominence. Like a painter putting his signature on the canvas to make his mark on the masterpiece, I have developed a few tricks of my own in the kitchen. See what I do is I let that patty of ground beef fry on one side until brown, and then I take a spatula and flip the damn thing.”


    I smiled as if I had just found the cure for Alzheimer’s.


    Simon opened his mouth to speak, but I interrupted.


    “I know what you are going to say. Where does this guy come up with such novel discoveries? Well I tell you, Simon, some people look at my culinary skills and call it prodigy. They seem to marvel in the fact that in a few short months I have been able to master the hamburger. And, yes, I suppose the Maestro has inculcated much of his virtuoso into me, but I am not merely soft clay for the mold. Like Malcolm Gladwell wrote in Outliers, even the Beatles had to invest 10,000 hours playing music in Hamburg. When they first got to Germany, sure they had raw talent, but they were not great. They were not tested. Only with lots of trial and error while playing before live audiences, followed by nights of experimental buggering each other in the lofts of the Hamburg YMCA, did they hone their indigenous talent.


    “Do you think Mozart learned to play the piano in one day? Fuck no. That little shit used to sneak off to the parlor to bang on the keys on his mom’s harpsichord while his classmates were out in the yard playing hide and seek. So too, I learned that the key to becoming an outlier in the kitchen is the product of hard work, creativity, and investment in cooking. I spend countless minutes slaving over the hot stove, probing, testing, and pressing the boundaries of known cookbook erudition.”


    “We have wandered off topic,” Simon said with exasperation.


    “Bam,” I said with an elevated voice and slapping my palm with my fist. “I salt that second side of the hamburger. I flip that sucker. I don’t mind telling you that I even use 85% ground chuck. I sit here before you, my friend,” I told him, sitting there before him. I leaned back in my loveseat. “I don’t stop there.”


    “We need to talk about your reintegration back into society.”


    “I apply a thin layer of cheese to the hamburger.” I smiled. “Fuck Gladwell.”


    Simon ignored me entirely.


    “We can still meet twice a week at my office in town,” Simon said. “You needn’t worry. It is not like I am going to abandon you.”


    “No,” I said. “I am not ready to go back,” I struggled for the right words, “out there.”


    “It will be OK, Marvin. We will have everything set up for you,” Simon smiled. “A room in a halfway house. You’ll be cared for until you can find a job and get on your feet.”


    But out there frightened me more than I wanted to admit. I frowned and looked around the room, trying to find inspiration.


    “I can’t, Simon.”


    “What is it? Tell me,” he said.


    I didn’t know how to articulate my feelings.


    “I have been out there and I don’t like it,” I said.


    “What is it about the outside world that scares you?”


    “I didn’t say scared. I’m not scared of anything,” I lied. I don’t know why I bothered even lying to this man. He knew when I lied. I was accomplishing nothing.


    “You can’t remain here forever. We need the bed space for severely ill patients. You no longer qualify in that category.”


    “I am still depressed. I am still suffering from PTSD.” I hoped the reference to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder would convince him.


    “Yes, that may be, but you have only a mild case. There is a whole world of depressed and traumatized people out there. And they function well in the general population. They hold down jobs. They pay bills. They have relationships. They are doing just fine.”


    He paused. When I didn’t respond, he continued.


    “You will do just fine too.”


    “I just need a couple more weeks. A month at the outside. That’s all I am asking. Let me adjust before you just toss me to the wolves.”


    He flipped through his pages of notes.


    “I see you had two visitors this week. Tell me about the visits. How did they go?”


    I didn’t want to talk about them. I wanted assurances.


    I looked at the certificates on his wall. I read them. A couple months ago my eyesight was so bad that I couldn’t read shit. Now…


    Yes, I had healed some. Not entirely, but some. Was it enough to deal with the dangers out there?


    “Not important,” I said.


    His smile was warming. I had grown to appreciate this man. I had been so hard on him in the beginning. Although I didn’t remember the first week or so after my arrival, my first memories of this joint were of tormenting this kind man.


    “I’ll start drinking again,” I threatened like an adolescent.


    His smile turned sad. I noticed a mass of wrinkled flesh under his eyes.


    “That will be entirely up to you. Many recovering alcoholics relapse at least once before…”


    “I am not an alcoholic,” I shouted. “It pisses me off when people say that. I’m not a fuckin’ alcoholic.”


    As if I had not spoken, Simon continued, “We cannot keep you from alcohol forever. The walls of this compound are not enough to ensure your sobriety, Marvin. Your desire to remain sober must outweigh your desire to drink. Sooner or later, you’ll have to face the temptation of alcohol in society.”


    I frowned.


    “The Sirens?” I said.


    Simon blinked in incomprehension.


    “The Sirens are luring me to my destruction on the rocky coast of Sirenum Scopuli. That’s something someone once told me about the booze,” I told him.


    “An apt analogy,” he said.


    We sat in silence as a few seconds ticked off.


    “You know you do this when you are nervous. You avoid the topic,” he said.


    “And what is the topic?”


    “Why you are afraid to face the reality of the outside world.”


    “I told you,” I said, my voice escalating, “I am not afraid. Why do you do that? You put words in my mouth. Why are you so stubborn?”


    “It’s OK to admit that you have a lot on your plate. Unsettled issues with a Mexican cartel and the death of your son. Unfinished business in Ohio. Unresolved scores from Iraq and Pakistan. Family issues related to your bat-shit crazy mother.”


    “Fuck you,” I yelled. This bastard had worked me up. Good man or no good man, he could be damn annoying when it came right down to it.


    “Besides, you’re not supposed to say things like bat-shit crazy mother,” I told him.


    “No one could blame you for being afraid after what you’ve been through. I have seen your x-rays. I have seen you playing basketball outside with your shirt off. You look like a Rand McNally roadmap for first year medical students.”


    “Why use cadavers, when they can use a live specimen, right?” I said.


    He flipped through his notes.


    “You’ve lost considerable weight,” he told me. “Sixteen pounds. Well done.”


    I gotta admit. It’s hard to stay angry at a guy who commends you for losing weight. Since I had only lost weight about twice in my whole life, I figured I should relish in the glory.


    “Doc, it’s the damnedest thing. I started exercising regularly and eating right. And miraculously, I started losing weight. I think there’s a connection. Why they hell doesn’t someone tell medical doctors across the country about this new diet? Eat right and exercise, and people will lose weight. I swear by it.”


    This earned me a genuine smile from Simon.


    “Keep it up,” he said.


    “Leave me in here and I will, Doc. But if you kick me out, I’ll backslide. And I think you know that. Once I am outside the wire, all the good habits I developed in here will melt away.” I was being honest for once.


    “I hope that is not the case, Marvin. You know the benefits of good health and a good diet and exercise. You feel better. You look better. Just look in the mirror.”


    “When I look in the mirror, I see the road map for first year medical students.”


    He frowned again. This was not going like I wanted. I needed to try something drastic.


    “If you turn me loose before I am ready, I might try to hurt myself. And you’ll be responsible. There will be official inquiries. Investigations.”


    “You don’t sound very convincing.”


    He was right. I wasn’t about to try to off myself.


    Simon adjusted his glasses before speaking.


    “One of the visitors was your sister-in-law. How did that go?”


    “She’s a cunt,” I burst out. “How do you think it went?”


    “Is she still blaming you?”


    I stared at him. I had shared my most sensitive memories with Simon, but I didn’t like him using them against me.


    “Fuck you,” I snapped.


    He indulged me a tiny expression of sympathy.


    “Your family cannot keep blaming you, Marvin. You were not responsible for the tragedy. You cannot keep blaming yourself either.”


    “Who else should I blame?”


    “You know the answer to that.”


    I crossed my arms like a teen defying his parents.


    I thought about the tragedy. I had regained all chronology. For a week or so, either due to the trauma or the medication, my mind had lost or blocked out all sequential memory. Horror would leap back, like anachronistic snapshots and film clips. I would see visions of the terror and agony of Trish and the others that I had failed to protect. Iraq, Kentucky, El Salvador, California, Illinois, Mexico had all been a chronological blur, equally distant and equally near. I had difficulty organizing memories into a temporal sequence.


    But not anymore. I knew what had happened and why. I felt the full weight of guilt on my shoulders and that is why I didn’t want to be released.


    Inside this institution I could almost deny any of it had ever happened. But outside I would have to face the truth. Experience it. Process it.


    “Don’t you want to see your son?” He spoke gently, trying to coax a response out of me.


    “Fuck you.”


    His eyebrows flexed upward.


    “His mother wants nothing to do with me.” I was looking for sympathy.


    “How do you know this? Have you had any contact with her?”


    “Have you seen her visit me?”


    He looked away from me and focused on his tablet.


    “Can you blame her?” I said. “What kind of a father am I?”


    He looked at me again.


    “Did she tell you that she doesn’t want to see you? Even if that were the case, that doesn’t mean that she won’t let you see your son.”


    “What the hell do you know about it?”


    “You have to try. You owe it to yourself and you owe it to your son.”


    I twisted my lips in resistance.


    “Doc, let’s face it. I am just not father material.”


    “On the contrary, you are exactly the kind of caring and protective father that your son needs.”


    I thought about that.


    “You are far too hard on yourself for your own good, Marvin.” He smiled. “Don’t you think it’s time to give yourself a break?”


    I said nothing.


    “So, tell me about your sister-in-law’s visit. What did she say? She didn’t drive all the way here to criticize or blame you.”


    Part of the problem was that Simon was making too much sense. Everything he said was correct or partially correct. I should be getting out of here, getting on with my life. Finding a job in a hardware store somewhere or scrubbing floors or flipping burgers. I should be making an effort to see my son. Patch things up with my family. But…


    I looked at him, trying to find words for the miasma of unspoken feelings in my chest and unarticulated thoughts in my head. Hell, I didn’t even know why I was resisting release. Part of me wanted to get back out there, banging chicks and experiencing life’s pleasures while I still could.


    No doubt I had fantasized about taking another shot at private investigation. In the end, even when I was most out of control in my private life, I had found clarity of purpose in my professional work. I was goddamn good at figuring out the riddles.


    “What? What is it?” Simon said, softly.


    Tears welled up in my eyes. I felt it coming but didn’t know where it was coming from. I had been good as of late at suppressing those memories.


    Marvin, don’t you do it. Don’t you do it, I told myself.


    I drew my lips down away from my nose as if that would prevent the emotion that was spilling over onto my cheeks.


    “Do you remember,” I said, “when I told you about Miriam’s death?”


    His eyes were focused on me.


    “Yes, of course.”


    “Well, I skipped a few parts.”
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