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  To Ursula Dabrowsky, whose filmatic style of pure grit and astonishing beauty stood as the ongoing influence for the writing of this book.


  THE

  MATRIARCH


  I ain’t scared, asshole.


  It’s not like I ain’t changed a tire before, right? It’s just that the bulb light is shot and I got so much shit in the trunk I can’t find the jack. The cold rain is blowing in from the left across the median in dark wailing sheets, and I’m reminded of Jesse James, this little black guy who works in the warehouse moving pallets. We break his balls ’cause his mama named him Jesse, and he ain’t even no sports player like Milton Bradley or Coco Crisp. But mostly we give him shit because he uses these old-school sayings like “stop coming at my neck,” and this is some sweeping, machine-gun, Forrest Gump rain, coming right at my neck, Jessie-boy, and all down my back, straight through to my drawers and I ain’t laughing now, brutha.


  I got an empty box for a hubcap in here, a dented toolbox, a fly reel, an old mini-stepladder missing a stair tread, and a blanket with a design of mooses and an elks on it. My mama got it for me when I was like seven, and for some reason I dragged it around all these years. My mama was Lenape Indian. She used to tell me I had the spirit of a warrior, but my feminine side made me cautious. She said this blanket had my dreams wrapped up in it, and that someday I was gonna make some powerful woman happy.


  I work for men. I’m six foot five. I got a granite jaw and deep carved lines around my mouth like judgments. I fix gas compressors, slab saws, and power tools. I keep dirty magazines under my workbench, and I wear a blue canvas monkey suit with my name stitched in an oval on my chest.


  A truck is coming; I can tell by the drone. Eighteenwheeler. International cab-over shitbucket with a 6V-53, most probably. The lights sneak over the ridge and wash across, and when I look down to the side I see the reflections in the long black puddle snaking along the edge of the breakdown lane, rain making needle dashes in it. He can see it too, I know he can, but the hillbilly-fucker roars right on through, sending up a sheet of gutter flush and road grit.


  Prick!


  I stalk out to the middle of the highway shouting into the roar of his back-spray. I put up both middle fingers and almost hope he screeches those Firestones, fishtailing and halting there like a ghost-ship on a black sea, exhaust making twists and threads in the air like serpents and omens.


  He does kiss the brakes actually, but I ain’t scared, asshole. Rearviews distort but don’t lie. He don’t want no showdown between the slick reflection of his tail lights and my long, slanted shadow, this big silhouette standing out here on the double yellow, arms hanging down, long black hair sketching patterns of rage into the driving rain. No thank you, right? Safer up in the cab there, ain’t it, brutha?


  I’m back at the rear of my vehicle, wind rising and moaning, black clouds cutting across the moon, and I see that it’s not just the back left tire that’s pancaked, but the right one as well, pulling a monkey-see-monkey-do, starting to belly down and bulge like some pregnant little immigrant. I only got one spare, but I ain’t scared, asshole. I can ride that bastard for at least a few miles before it’s sunken down to the rim like its twin, maybe a bit after that. Enough to get off Route 476.


  Hopefully.


  I lean back into the trunk and force myself not to start throwing shit around. Last time I had the jack out, I think I threw the tire iron back by the dented tin that once had three types of popcorn in it. I should have tucked the little black bitch away in the triangular leather pouch that goes in its place under the false-bottom particle board covering the tire well. But I didn’t, and it was irresponsible. That was my nickname growing up: “Irresponsible.” Through dark magic and psychological power of attorney, Mama appointed it godfather to my chores, my hygiene, my attitude, my study habits. I have tattoos that brag of convictions, but I don’t believe them. I have trust, but it’s an old corpse. I have a soul, but I loaned it to the church. I hear they keep it in a basement cage to contrast the robed and polished ivory standing behind the first floor podium.


  I lift the particle board and have to put my back into it, considering all the parts stored under the blanket with the mooses and elks on it. Stuff shifts and tumbles a bit off left making muted sounds in the rain, and I paw around in the dark recess. No pouch. Only what feels like a catcher’s kneepad, a gas can lid with old caterpillar webs caught under the lip, and a moldy Garfield toy I won at the Dillsburg Community Fair three years ago, tossing wooden rings into bowls slicked with Wesson Oil.


  I ain’t scared though, asshole. I am going to have to drive this shit-can as it is, bumping along the dark highway—just the three of us, a pancake, a pregnant immigrant, and one drenched soldier, pressing forward like a band of bruthas riding this wounded stallion straight into the hardpan. I try to dig for my keys and I can’t get my fingers in, ’cause leather pants fall in love with you when they’re drenched. There are lights coming over the rise now.


  They ain’t white and glowing.


  They’re circus red and neon blue, rotating in sick pulse up along the slow rise of the craggy rock-face and making the road signs flash like mirrors. Now I’m groping in my pockets a bit more desperate-like, and I’m looking in the trunk, shadows moving off and back like the gauzy wings of some dark beast.


  I see the popcorn tin winking through the advancing streaks, the catcher’s kneepad with a broken buckle and “McGregor” written across in white flaked cursive, some empty Deer Park bottles in the outer crevices, a stepladder, a pickle barrel, a length of frayed manila rope, a spade shovel with paint drops splattered up the shaft, a ripping saw, the crinkled edge of an oversized aluminum loaf pan, and an old blanket with mooses and elks on it, wet with more than the rain, only partially covering the parts underneath it now, the most noticeable—the dainty hand with the pale curling fingers sticking out from under the edge by the lock release.


  I move the blanket back over her, thinking how much she’d looked like Mama, with those penetrating eyes and imperial shoulders.


  They all looked like Mama.


  I pull the trunk lid down, but it catches on something, the edge of Mama’s blanket perhaps, and I hear the hiss of her laughter buried in the sounds of the recoiling hinge pistons.


  I have been irresponsible.


  The blue and red lights wash straight across my back now, making the landscape grin and laugh and revolve like some lunatic carousel. The engine cuts off, and I hear a door open in the rain. Then there’s the distinct wet grit of boot soles finding purchase on the blacktop, approaching footsteps, the snap of his poncho in the wind, and I can imagine him pulling down the brim of his hat with one hand and the other unclipping the strap across the top of his firearm, The Lone Ranger, Superman.


  A ripping saw makes for a poor attack weapon.


  I never could find that tire iron.


  My secrets are naked.


  And I’m scared, asshole.


  CHAPTER

  ONE


  Jonathan Martin Delaware Deseronto swung back toward the open trunk, and one of the dead cop’s heels struck the tail light, cracking it. The jolt in the rhythm of the pass botched the balance points, and the body started slipping between Deseronto’s elbows, ass-first, arms and legs squeezing up like antennae. He tried to save it with a bear hug and a waddle, but the officer slid through his arms to the street.


  There was a wet thump, and the cruiser’s rotating lights washed over Deseronto’s hulking figure and the fallen corpse beneath him, the guy’s face hidden in the shadow of the fender, knees spooned down to the side, shirt pulled out, fishbelly showing. He’d been difficult, pure gristle, and he deserved better than to be left out on the asphalt under a rusted tailpipe.


  Deseronto bent, took him by the collar and the belt, and dead-lifted him. The guy’s head did a wonderful imitation of a trap-door on a hinge, and blood from the stringy vacancy his Adam’s apple had left after the ripping threaded off into the swell of rain drumming out toward the highway.


  Deseronto threw him in the trunk and got up splash. The ponding had advanced faster than he would have expected, and there were pretty things floating and settling at the edges of the clumsy new baggage. It was Marissa Madison’s collarbone area, her severed head with its long dark hair matted and swirled across the face, her ankle sporting a lovely tattoo etched in a long chained floral design with matching irises. Deseronto had cut that one off high up the calf to get the whole vine pattern.


  The radio in the cruiser barked intermittently, farting static and bursts of mechanical orations that sounded as if they were delivered too close to a cheap microphone. Deseronto didn’t have a feel for the coded language, and he had no intention of sticking around trying to interpret how long a non-response went unwarranted before they moved to a backup scenario.


  He leaned down and pulled off the decal he’d stuck over the license plate that said “HAR $.” Then he peeled back the Camry logo he’d plastered atop the Corolla insignia. He’d made both in the shop while pressing a sleeve of I.D. stickers for the fleet of rental arrow boards, and he had used a different custom plate configuration each time he had ventured out for a new “dig and bury.” It was a bit too cute, a kid’s trick, but it might have saved his ass here. He’d seen enough television to conclude that even a pullover to help a pedestrian with a flat was called in and logged. If they actually ran the plate they’d know it was a fake by now, but they couldn’t link it to him through license and inspection. Yet. They’d actually have to catch him with the vehicle first, and if he could just make it to Exit 6 beyond the overpass there was a shot at finding an old barn for cover, or an abandoned warehouse, or even a thick stand of trees.


  Deseronto snatched at the cop’s legs splayed out over the edge of the trunk, trying to twist them beneath the rear lip, but the moment that he shoved them under, the head and an arm popped out over the front rim and started sliding. He saved the bundle with a knee and an awkward basket catch, the waxy face hanging there upside down in his arms, drops beading on it. And now the feet were sticking up free again in a tangle scraping the inner side of the trunk lid.


  Deseronto went into a bit of a fury, thrusting and pressing, cramming and wedging, putting a shoulder into it at one point and then snapping one of the guy’s legs backward at the knee in order to tuck it into the last available recess.


  He shut the trunk with a thud and stood there for a second, catching his breath, rain hammering down all around him. Then he heard something join in with the rhythm of the storm, and he looked over his shoulder, eyes widening. The rocky border terrain rose fifty feet high just off the shoulder, stretching back toward town as far as he could make out before a slow curve in the road, but now the receding barrier of slate and shale was gleaming with more than the sweep of the cruiser’s carnival colors. Someone was coming with their brights on, approaching the bend ready to light up the world out here.


  Deseronto scrambled for the driver’s side door and folded himself into the vehicle. Of course he hadn’t gotten out his keys, so he had to do the push and stretch, feet pressed to the floorboards, head wedge-cocked against the ceiling. The leather pants were like Saran Wrap, so he had to grope and worm for a red-hot moment, thinking that time was one slippery bitch.


  He fumbled out the keys, pawed up the one from the jangling mess, and shoved it into the ignition, calculating. The curve in the highway was a quarter-mile back at the most, and those advancing brights had looked pretty close to the vertex, fifteen seconds at best before the turn of the corner, and then the cushion got iffy depending on the clarity of the sightline.


  The cruiser’s flashers would be a focal point for a hundred feet or so, with the Corolla lost in the afterimage. How long did those streaks and flashes stay on your eyes, making shit look like a flickering film negative? How long would it be until the background gained enough perspective to show a cheap car with two flats doing its hiccup and waddle out of the breakdown lane?


  Deseronto gunned it twice, next slamming shut the door and snapping off the external sound to a haunt. Then he threw it in drive, pedal to the floor, tires screeching in muted fury out there, back end swerving. He fought like hell to prevent a 180, knuckles white on the wheel, and then he got caught up in a rapid back-and-forth across the paint line dividing the shoulder from the lane. There was a stink of burning rubber, and the more momentum he gained, the harder the back end shook, scraping the undercarriage, dragging the fender.


  Working it up to a rough forty or so, Deseronto got to the concrete bridge going perpendicular above him, shadowy agestains watermarked up the pitted underbelly, the Exit 6 sign out front jerking in the flash of his headlights. There were still the remnants of flicker and glare in his rearview, but Deseronto didn’t have the opportunity to determine how much was cop and how much was newcomer. He could only hope the motorist had made a careful approach on account of the storm, rounded the curve too late to have witnessed his exit, and then performed the function we all usually did when noticing old Johnny Law on the roadside.


  Slowing down.


  Deseronto made the turn at Exit 6, the Corolla cutting across the shoulder and bumping over a concrete drainage culvert with a shock and a bang. There was a bed of gravel that peppered underneath like shot, and the sudden rise of a grassy slope out front filling the windshield with high fern and cattails. Deseronto overcompensated right and almost tipped it, lurching back to the blacktop and hitting a sharp downhill. His stomach flipflopped as the nose scraped, and when the back end came down he lost power steering, stalled engine. At the bottom of the exit ramp fifty feet ahead there was a slow merge left toward a secondary road with a funeral home on the corner and a gas station up a short rise, farther than his momentum was going to bring him.


  Dead right, there was a construction site, the dark skeletal ironworks and scaffolding rising from beyond the ridge of the hill that masked its ground area carved into the earth below. Deseronto cut it as hard as he could starboard, almost tipping it again but barely saving it, hurtling between two sections of plastic orange construction fencing that had been pushed flat by prior trespassers.


  He was just thinking about how lucky he was that the pounding rain was already smoothing over the gouges his back end was cutting into the landscape, when he shot across the skirt of the slope and went airborne.


  SURPRISE


  I ’m flying, asshole.


  I was picturing a mild slope, a grassy hill with some bumps and knots of underbrush, not a straight cutaway and free fall into a pool of blackness. I feel the nose dipping and tilting and I can imagine the impact, the hard punch of the steering wheel, the column beneath it blasting through like a jealous bastard brother yanking the ruptured windshield behind for a burial veil. I’m coming, Mama.


  Was dying hard?


  I see all of us dressed in sulfur-colored gowns and gathered at your bedside last month, looking over the rims of our masks in smiling helplessness. I hear Cousin Suzie-Jean on her cell phone outside the sliding glass door in a muted argument with Uncle Joe, saying that none of us could have seen this coming, that you’d been ready for your chemo holiday for Christ’s sake.


  Go figure: all along you were allergic to the treatments, it was that last one that pushed you over the edge, and we lost three weeks chasing our tails deciding who was the most qualified for the updates that only came intermittently as you worsened, withering there on the mattress, going from that skinny complaining bitch trying to catch her breath with the help of a couple of nasal tubes, to the skeleton wearing the ventilator mask, trachea funnel pumping eighteen breaths per minute into you so hard that each blast made your whole body jump, and all you had left between burst and spasm was the ability to open one reddened eye from between the cross-hatch of the black headstraps, point your claw of a finger to the alphabet grid I drew for you on a pad, and spell out the word “H-O-S-P-I-C-E.”


  Overnight you went comatose, and we were all holding hands around the bed when the respiratory therapist finally took off that mask. It left purple bruises across the bridge of your nose, and your head lolled toward a shoulder.


  Your face was stone on the pillow. A graven idol.


  And you were frowning.


  But don’t even think it, asshole. Don’t you pull your psychoanalytic bullshit with me, claiming that I’m killing women to go give my mama company in heaven or to get even or something. I was doing the deed long before she went and ate the dirt sandwich, and she fucked my timing, to tell you the truth. I’d seen her face in the faces of a dozen women after she got checked into the I.C.U., and I couldn’t erase any of them. Marissa Madison was my comeback.


  And now this.


  I pitch into the sea of blackness for another bald moment, the flying Toyota, Chitty-Chitty fucking Bang-Bang, and I hit too soon, all shock and concussive whiplash. My knees fork out, my chin whacks the wheel, and my right middle finger jams into the dashboard.


  The Corolla is sliding nose down, and by the chock ’n’ gravel sounds it seems I’m on dirt, and it might go ass over teakettle, and I’ve lost a tooth. I’m trying my best not to swallow it, and my right hand is screaming bloody murder. When I whammed and jammed it I turned on the radio by accident, and it’s classic rock, Phil Collins who can feel it coming in the air tonight, and this can’t be my swansong because I always hated this soft motherfucker.


  The back end bumps down and I swerve, passenger side first in a sweeping arc that sends a shuddering wave of reverberation straight through to my tailbone. My forearms are in front of my face now as I picture sideswiping straight into a perpendicular steel I-beam bursting through the window and pinning my head to the door rim . . . barrel-rolling hard and heavy into a bulldozer with its bucket-spikes up . . . sailing off the wide edge of what turns out to be the real recess and tumbling into a hundred-foot quarry.


  I smash into something broadside, and the side of my head smacks the door glass hard enough to make it dimple and spiderweb.


  Phil Collins hits the break where he sings,


  “Well I remember.”


  The car rocks and settles. Through the crimped framework of the blown-out passenger window, I can see a dark curve of wet cement, and I know I’ve come to a stop on the long side of a massive section of concrete piping. For a second I try to recall whether the shape is concave or convex, and I wonder why on earth I give a fuck.


  I hawk up and spit out my tooth, glance down at my bleeding hand, and see the knuckle has come straight through the skin. I cradle it to my chest and simultaneously reach across myself to turn off the headlights and the radio, and everything shuts down to a thick hush. The rain has backed down to a drizzle and the pitter-patters along the roof are like distant white noise. The wind comes up and quickly drifts off. I’m about to turn back the key and from behind I hear a click, a snap, and a distinct metallic squawk, like hinges moving sluggishly in poorly oiled recesses.


  I look to the rearview and the trunk is coming open. I can see it moving upward, finally coming seated in the groove keeping it stationary in its raised position.


  The back end of the car bobs down and then elevates to a level slightly higher than a second before.


  And then, in the wet dirt back there, I hear a footstep.


  CHAPTER

  TWO


  Deseronto turned the car off and pushed up carefully, sliding the keys into his tight pocket, eyes glued to the rearview. Was it possible the cop had actually survived the assault back there in the breakdown lane? Deseronto had torn the man’s Adam’s apple straight from his throat. He had eaten it too, swallowed it whole right there on the roadside. He had told himself that it was a haphazard sort of attempt at concealing evidence that the officer had in fact died out there in the harsh glare of his own headlights, but he really believed it had instead been some old buried Lenape tradition, preserving a piece of the soul you’d just stolen or some such ghost-dance skin-walker bullshit. Because he’d done it instinctively. Because he’d enjoyed it.


  But was it in any way conceivable that the bastard could had lived through it? Deseronto had heard of people surviving all sorts of weird shit, gunshots to the head, vital organs crushed. A few months back some nurse at Children’s Hospital was on a late-night cable show describing how there was this ghetto kid who stabbed his seven-year-old cousin straight through the chest with a pair of sewing scissors, and when the blood-spattered victim was wheeled through the emergency room fully conscious and telling bad jokes no less, the handles were still pumping up and back with the beat of his heart. Deseronto even read in a construction newspaper last year about some guy fucking around on the jobsite, sticking what he thought was an empty nail gun up to his buddy’s head and pulling the trigger so the piston would ding him. The victim had laughed about it, worked the rest of his shift, and only complained of a nagging headache when he couldn’t fall asleep later that night. The eventual X-ray showed a two-inch finishing nail stuck straight through the middle of his brain. But could a man survive having his voice box torn out? He’d seemed dead as all shit back there on 476, that was for sure.


  Deseronto looked at his mangled hand and noticed that the protruding knuckle bone had splintered. It could make for a weapon, one deadly punch to the forehead. Or maybe he could blind him. He made a fist and winced, the grimace turning to a tight grin. The fucker out there couldn’t walk. He’d broken the guy’s knee straight through, so who had it worse?


  Something clunked back there and the car rocked slightly.


  Enough. Deseronto opened the door. The hinges squawked. Broken chinks of glass from where his head had made contact with the driver’s side window speckled along his thigh and tick-tacked into the groove between the seat and the rim. Rain feathered down, making sweeping dimples in the puddles, and Deseronto grabbed out onto the roof to pull himself up. The wind came on in a steely spray, and suddenly his dead mama in her ventilator mask spread across the breadth of his imagination, looking down at him with that one reddened, accusing eye as if to remind her son of how stupid he’d been leaving so many signposts and tokens exposed out in the great wide-open along the roadway above him, scuffs in the asphalt, the empty cruiser, the passing trucker.


  Deseronto felt his jaw bunch up and set his feet in the mud. Time and place. What was going on here was immediate. Besides, Mama had no place in the world of his hunting, especially to remind him of the dark obligations she would otherwise condemn. And the fact that Deseronto was using her image against his own conscious will to punish himself for his blond moments in the first place was another battle for another day altogether.


  His sneakers squelched as he walked slowly along the side of the car, the fingers of his left hand splayed out and running along the windows and frame almost in a subconscious attempt to keep himself grounded. At the periphery of his vision he saw piles of U Channel, most probably scrap, and the blur of a stationary wet saw. There was something covered with a tarp, an air compressor poking out from under a flap of canvas on a pile of block, the back side of a Bobcat utility vehicle, but nothing good and useful like a clawhammer or pipe wrench. Suddenly he pictured the new bag of El Sabroso Hot and Spicy Pork Rinds he’d left in the glove box, and he promised himself that he was going to wolf down the whole bag right here and now in celebration of finally wasting this fucker even though it had become ritual to gorge himself only after he had parked safely at the edge of the woods at the tail end of a kill-night, chilling there in the dark, thinking about digging the holes and scattering the body parts.


  At the rear of the vehicle one of the officer’s tactical boots suddenly kicked up and over the rim of the trunk. Then it froze there, toe pointed up. Deseronto jumped back a step as he came around the corner with his fists bunched and saw the dead officer draped across the short open space, trooper’s hat down across most of his face on an angle, shirt pulled up bikini-like above that wide full-moon belly, poncho spread behind him like Batman.


  The bastard started moving, rippling slightly as if bobbing in the ebb and flow of gentle ocean waves, and from beneath him came a watery scream.


  It wasn’t the cop who was still alive. It was the girl underneath him.


  Deseronto’s eyes widened. This was impossible. He had brought Marissa Madison’s corpse to the tool place after hours and cut her into the usual seventeen pieces, careful of course to clean the mini cordless circular saw’s shoe on both sides and squeegee the waste down the floor drain after pressure-washing the concrete with that special solvent they used in military labs and zoo animal cages. He’d been patient and meticulous in cleaning and rinsing all the hand tools he’d used for the trim and detailing in the industrial tubs over by the slab saws and rental compressors, and he’d worked extra hard getting the clumps out of the mouth of the Sawzall, as he’d had that careless moment when her hair caught, snapping her face down and skidding the blade up her cheek.


  But “impossible” had just been redefined, and Deseronto was a bitter realist when it came to saving his own skin. Even though the idea of “ghosts” usually brought up silly images of hobgoblin anorexics with “scarecrow-face” doing nothing but clanking chains and rattling the rain gutters, Deseronto had never doubted the possibility that dark magic snaked its way through our world. He only wished there had been some sort of warning here so he’d had a chance to bone up on the “rules” or whatever.


  He ran back toward a Porta-Potty and then veered off due west where they were preparing for the demolition of an old Motel 6, signage already stripped off the marquis billboard leaving a ghost pattern. The main building was covered by sections of canvas and dark tarpaulin with accordion-ribbed trash tubes coming down off the roof, wrecking ball hanging from the arm of a crane poised in the background like some dark praying mantis. Deeper in to the left at the back of the quarry there was a labyrinth of construction trailers, storage containers, dozers, and dump trucks, all interwoven by barbed-wire security fencing. Beyond that was the dark structure being erected down by the thoroughfare, its I-beams rising high into the night with the rain blowing through all the massive cross-sections. Deseronto was pretty sure he had read in the paper that it was to be a community medical center, and he made a beeline for it. So he’d have to jump a fence or two to get over there, rip his pants maybe, cut his fingers a bit. Once he had passed through the construction domain under the thick steel foundation posts he could make it to the by-street. He had seen that BP there on the far corner up the rise when he’d come down the exit ramp, and a gas station meant cars in the lot to be worked on, tools, spare tires, hope, no matter what was coming for him from the depths of his bloody, rain-flooded trunk.


  He burst off toward the first section of gating down a mild slope and across what seemed a loading area surrounded by forklifts, pallet towers, and piles of wood scrap. There were long divots cut into the mud by heavy tires and twin dozer treads, and the running got tricky especially twenty feet or so from the chain link that barricaded off a row of equipment sheds. He almost had to tiptoe through it as the ground levels changed, and that took away the “run and pounce” he had planned for the fencing right next to the dented reflective sign that said “Hard Hat Area.” Not that it would have saved him all that much time and space as opposed to scaling it from the bottom, but he had a feeling that every millisecond and millimeter counted. Was she right behind him? He didn’t look. He couldn’t afford to let her get close while checking to see if she’d gotten too close, and he almost laughed at the irony of running away from such a pretty little young thing no matter what particular incarnation was pursuing him here.


  He had originally spotted her from his Toyota making that crowded multi-lane turn into the King of Prussia Mall, and it was the hair and cheekbones that did it for him, as always. With the multitudes of store cameras internal and external, you couldn’t go around “casing a joint,” following one of your marks up an aisle or out to the lot. So Deseronto made quick study of all his victims on the open roadway, as they pulled up alongside him or drove past in their vehicles, portraits in the windows. The illusion of safety people took for granted in their cars was a modern, built-in cultural thing. It was impolite to look at your neighbors as you rushed by in the passing lane, as you rode neck and neck on the parkway, as you waited at a red light together, and so it was rare, very rare, that anyone caught Deseronto looking. And he only needed a glance for the hot ones.


  Then he followed them home. Parked up the street. Moved the car when he had to and memorized their schedules. The toolhouse had him on part-time hours, and even though he stood to miss patches of his given target’s routine, he was off enough days to get a good sampling. He learned their work hours, their favorite coffee stops and car washes and delicatessens, their preference for pets, and their physical conditioning routines, whether that meant jogging the neighborhood or lifting in the gym. By the time Deseronto went on a kill-night, he was more intimate with his given victims than most of their roommates or lovers, he supposed. He didn’t know if she had morning breath, or if she took oatmeal bubble baths, or if she preferred to masturbate on her tummy or arched up on her shoulder blades, but he did know how often she took out her recyclables and whether or not she wore rubber gloves when she did it. He knew if she got a morning paper and if she had pizza or Chinese delivered once a week. And if he had a good angle and a bit of luck with the border foliage, he watched her grill out back in the summer and then drink wine while swinging gently in a hammock, he watched her sit on a lawn chair listening to Pandora with oil glistening on her stomach and then don a floppy hat and a sundress so she could be the quaint little picture reading a book under a tree. He knew when she woke up in the morning, what time at night she shut off the lights, and best of all, the places she went in her vehicle. Work, the Crate and Barrel, the spa, a weekly book club, her go-to gas station, the produce stand where she bought fresh corn and strawberries, her best friend’s place, her second best friend’s place, the domicile of a lover, the domicile of a secret female lover, and speaking of which, the places she frequented for the sake of satisfying some secret guilty pleasure.


  That’s when he had her.


  For secret guilty pleasures were meant to go unseen, and there was nothing more gratifying for Deseronto than his hummingbirds designing the very borders of their own doom through personal patterns of stealth. They did the dirty work for him. He was just the finishing tool.


  The fencing rose before him high into the night, and at the top was the V-section looped and threaded with razor coils. It was going to be messy. Deseronto reached up for a good grip and looked down to where he was going to press the sole of his right foot, knowing he couldn’t stick in a toe like some kid, not with his big-ass shit-kickers. Maybe it would have been better to rush the barrier and try to bend and crimp it down like a fucking potato chip with his sheer body mass. But it was too late to be thinking outside the box now when he was committed here at the base.


  He grabbed up for the fence, but his fingers closed on wet air.


  The ground beneath his feet blurred, as if it were some ride at the county fair that had just kicked in its hydraulics. Deseronto almost windmilled in place there, the illusion so powerful, the simulated movement from right to left beneath him so violent he was tricked into thinking his balance point was fucked. Then it stopped, and there was actually a “gung” noise and recoil wobble as if some Big Wheel had been brought to a halt and it was quivering for a moment there on the loading springs.


  Deseronto fell forward, as that was where his weight had been headed, and there was no fence, no hard hat sign, no pathway beyond that snaked between the storage sheds, only the dark haunt of a wrecking ball rising behind layered furls of tarpaulin, and a Motel 6 sign with faded imaging shadowed into the billboard marquis.


  He belly-flopped hard into a long puddle and imagined that the gush and plume looked glorious, like a burst of fireworks. Of course it did. He was caught in some artsy independent filmmaker’s dark symbolic nightmare about a “bad guy” trapped in a loop, caught between the Motel 6 and the monster in the trunk. He pushed to all fours, sucking wind, hair plastered to his neck on one side. Belly-flops hurt, especially when there was only about six inches of dive-cushion, and he wasn’t about to run off to the left and down the short hill again. Fool me once . . .


  There was a noise, and Deseronto looked back over his shoulder.


  Marissa Madison was crawling out of the trunk.


  She had already evicted the dead cop, a rumple and twist in the mud, and she was pulling up now, fingers curled around the edge of the lid, the other on the bottom lip, head bent with exertion, long hair hanging in front of her face like a sodden veil. There were hash marks where the body parts had been put back together, and some of them were affixed backward, insectile, sewn with what looked like the fishing line he’d kept in there on a wooden spool, the rough stitching cut off in stingers and barbs. The shoulders flexed and the joints angled in, the spider poised to emerge from the sack.


  Deseronto pushed to his feet and turned toward the motel. Behind him there was wet suction and a distinct splat in the mud. He wasn’t about to wait to see if she was going to scamper at him on all fours and mount him. Who knew what other goodies she’d found in the trunk that she could morph into the little Frankenstein skit she had going? Maybe she had ingested that old tube of tile caulking so she could eject it out of her newly formed spinneret lodged at the base of her bloated and spotted underside. Maybe she’d found that tire iron, jammed it up into her face, and made a snake’s-fang sharp enough to bite through the straitjacket grave bag she wanted to wrap him in.


  Derseronto sprinted toward the entrance rotary past the marquis. He kicked up dirty splashes and half expected the divine psycho-carnival intervention again, only this time instead of a gargantuan “Wheel of Fortune,” it would be one of those moving George Jetson power walkways thrust into a sudden and violent reverse. The ground beneath him retained its form, however, and he slowed when he reached the carport plaza, its rectangular roof section removed from the two driveway pillars. The walkway beyond was blocked by two huge dumpsters, three massive skid steer loaders, and a series of Rubbermaid trash carts lined up under a wide corrugated roofing sheet nailed to a series of splintered framing supports.


  From Deseronto’s years in the trades he knew that what he was looking at was not just some haphazard placement of machines and disposal equipment, but a running dispute between two demolition companies, the first hired by the closers the Motel 6 brass had appointed to save every scrap that they could from inside, and the second hired by the larger corporation, most likely paid by the state, to tear down the bare walls and rip up the foundation. That crane and ball in the background was costing company B something like $50,000 a day to rent, thousands in union pay with men standing around, and the hoarders from company A had screwed the schedule, combing the joint and filling those Rubbermaids with every little piece and parcel they could salvage and recycle. One of the bins was filled with sections of mock granite countertop, another with squares of wood-effect flooring, another with laminate panel-board. There was even a dolly-bin filled with rolled-up black floor mats, and Deseronto wondered if they just turned ’em upside down for the next motel in the chain.


  There was a wet hiss behind him, and he dodged around the first dumpster. Of course it blocked the path to the main building because company B had put it here, making a statement, slowing company A’s progress to the point of a near-stall. The expression “biting off your nose to spite your face” came up in Deseronto’s mind, but then it was joined by the image of what he did to Marissa Madison right after snapping her neck earlier.


  Not now.


  Time and place, right? He moved past the waste containers, shimmied between stacks of disassembled luggage rollers, and then stalked over to the entrance walkway. Instead of a set of revolving doors there was a black void with thick cables dangling down. For some reason it looked to Deseronto like those creepy long plastic strip shields they had at the supermarket, hanging from the top jamb dividing the warehouse from the meat room, and he didn’t want to go in there, not as the visitor.


  Normally, he was the one who lurked.


  That reminded him of that show with the guy who had cancer and cooked meth, and for the life of him he couldn’t remember the series name, but he remembered that line,


  I am the one who knocks.


  He liked that line, liked that series, liked the idea that a “nobody” could own something in this country as long as he had perspective and was willing to sacrifice.


  I am the one who waits in the shadows.


  And who wouldn’t want that advantage? Who wouldn’t want to have cased the joint first and gotten to know all the dark corners, hard angles, and “runaways”? So what if you had to go crawling through the maintenance portal to lurk in the pipenest behind the wall once in awhile, maybe reach up under some old moldy drop ceiling to fuck with the electrical, or shimmy in behind the water boiler where the dust webs would stick to the sweat on your face like gauze. Sacrifices, right?


  I am the one who jumps from the shadows.


  Not now, he didn’t. And even though Batman was dead in the mud back there, whoever said Spider-Woman didn’t have a sidekick? New rules, right? It was best to be ready for anything.


  Deseronto stood there at the dark opening, running reaction scenarios through his mind, defensive strategies he could employ for those itchy antagonists who might try bursting out and nailing him just inside the entrance gate. Personally, he preferred for his own victims to enjoy a taste of the “walk and shiver” for the sake of atmospheric foreplay, but you could never count out those eager beavers, could you?


  He bent forward hands to knees, squinted, and tilted his head around. Absolute black velvet in there, and from behind, the girl-thing knocked into the luggage racks. Deseronto reached for one of the cables, thick and black, and he prayed that there weren’t any slits in the insulating sheathing. He pushed the tip of it up toward the frayed end of a red cable hanging an inch out of the steel channeling, and had to go up on his toes to connect them.


  There was a thick pop and a shower of sparks, and Deseronto forced himself to keep his eyes open so he could focus on the foyer area lit up before him. A wavelet of rodents burst off toward the darker periphery of the space, which was ravaged and skeletal, seeming to grin hideously at the bright intrusion imposed upon it. The rough foundation was a cement base with machine-sized trowel curves raked across it and interrupted by a hopscotch of stubborn pieces of the remaining subflooring. The walls were a patchwork of corner posts and curls of fiberglass, the ceiling a nest of exposed pipes, steel strips, and dangling wires. More importantly, there were no holes to fall through and no equipment to trip over.


  The flash only lasted a moment, but on the dying end of it Deseronto saw two important things. The first was a big flashlight lying on top of the counter-block twenty feet in to the left where customers would have gone for check-in. The second was the figure standing behind the counter, facing away, turning toward him ever so slowly.


  Everything darkened, leaving spots on Deseronto’s eyes.


  From directly behind he heard the wet splat of feet on the brick pavers of the entrance walkway.


  He ducked under the cables and stalked into the darkness.


  BRUSHSTROKES


  The pitch dark is like having a bag over your head, asshole. Everything gets close, the way a prisoner might feel right before the hemp circles his neck or the firing-squad sergeant presses the red reflective tape in an X on his chest. And at the same time it seems everything gets long, like infinity in a bottle, only you just got reduced to the size of a germ, floating in it, losing your starting point. Oh, and then there’s the third dimension, the weird depth, ’cause it feels like there’s a lot more space between my sneaker soles and the floor than there actually is, and I keep surprising myself, slapping down my feet before they’re ready as if I’m tripping and staggering upwards or something.


  I bark my knee against what has to be that check-in structure that they stripped of its laminate, and I fumble out my hands, palm-down, to cop a quick feel of the countertop. My search takes me over the rough grains and hardened bead-lines of wood epoxy covered with a film of what feels like WD-40 and tiny metal shavings that misted down when they were cutting the ceiling track with their abrasive wheels and their chop saws.


  A hand comes over mine.


  It is soft. A brushstroke.


  I don’t move. Then a whisper comes across the counter like dead-breeze.


  “You’re pure stone now, ain’t you, Johnny? No quakes or quivers. Well, keep staying still. I’m gonna show you how you got that way.”


  The flashlight comes on.


  And it takes all that I have inside not to scream.


  CHAPTER

  THREE


  There was a boy behind the light the Coleman funneled between them, and for a split second Deseronto thought the kid was wearing some strange hairy bathing cap shrinkwrapped around the back of the skull and covering his face down to the nostrils.


  Then it moved.


  It was just a fraction, and now it wasn’t a bathing cap, but rather some furry black hand making a slight adjustment in its grip on the boy’s head with delicate, knobby fingers bending at the joints and resettling.


  It was a huge black tarantula.


  Deseronto yanked his hand from under the boy’s dry palm and backpedaled hard, eyes rolling in his head. He crashed into a forest of drywall studs, knocking them out of their tracks, crimping and kinking the ones at his elbows, and the hard landing made his teeth clack and his jaw sing. The figure before him came slowly from behind the rough counter-block and took a position in front of it, the spider pivoting with him in order to eye Deseronto spot-on, first and third legs maneuvering in simultaneous rhythm with the second and fourth. Now it wasn’t a bathing cap, but rather a stubbly doo-rag, hanging down the back of his neck, exposing the boy’s calm, emotionless face.


  It was Jonathan Martin Delaware Deseronto at age twelve. He was in his clothes reflecting the short phase he’d gone through rebelling against the Grunge assholes and the preppy bastards, getting back to his roots with his dirty moccasins, carpenter pants, and long plains Indian war shirt covered with rosettes and sewn from the hides of wolves and coyotes that had roamed the Missouri river territory.
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