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			Chapter One

			As he drew closer to her, Brand’s grip on the wheel tightened. She wasn’t a blonde, but she would definitely do. Girl had the body of a swimsuit model. Tall, curvy, athletic. Maybe he wouldn’t need to go to the bars after all.

			Rolling down the window he said, “Excuse me, miss. I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m sorta lost.” He leaned forward and looked up at her. From where she stood she’d be able to see his sports coat, his starched white shirt open a little at the collar. His Rolex.

			She showed no sign of having heard, continued walking. He idled the black Beamer beside her and asked, “Did you know Myles Carver?”

			That did it. She stopped and cast a sidelong glance at him.

			“That looks like a yes.” He smiled what he hoped was a winning smile. Then his expression grew grave. “As you might have heard, Myles passed away last week. His nephew is arriving in town this evening to take possession of the estate.”

			For the first time, the woman spoke. “Someone’s moving in?”

			“That’s my understanding. My law firm, Walker, White and Brand, handled the Carver will, and since I’m our most junior partner it fell to me to drive down here tonight to drop off the key.”

			She’d be impressed, he was sure, with his status as a partner at such a young age. They always were. And who could blame them? He’d been made a partner the previous fall and at forty-two, he was one of the youngest in the city.

			The woman was watching him. He couldn’t read her expression, but even in the wan light of the April dusk he could see she was a stunner. Her long dark hair was parted in the middle and swept over her shoulders. The high cheekbones gave her an exotic look. And even from this distance he could see her green eyes glowing in the sundown light.

			“Anyway, I’m a bit lost and I was wondering if you could help me find the house.” 

			In truth, he’d been there twice already. When the old man was still alive he’d insisted on Brand’s firm coming to him rather than the old man coming to the city. They would have balked had he not been willing to pay.

			Maybe, Brand thought, the girl would want a tour of the place. If she’d never been inside the Carver House it would sure as hell impress her. Maybe he’d try to bag her right there. That would be a hell of a way to celebrate Carver’s demise.

			She pointed down the road. “You follow this road through the stop sign, go about a mile and when the woods get really thick you’ll see an opening to your left. The house is down that lane.” 

			Brand was so focused on her lips that he caught little of what she said. They were full and pink and a little curved at the ends so that he couldn’t tell whether she were amused at something or annoyed at him for interrupting her stroll.

			“Would you like a ride?” he asked, his right arm cradling the passenger’s seat.

			“I walk home every day,” she said.

			“Oh.” He laughed. “You look like you’re in great shape, so I’m not surprised.” He grinned deprecatingly. “I’m just really bad with directions. Since you know where I’m supposed to be going, maybe you could ride with me to the house. Then I could drop you off at your place. They’re in the same direction, right?” 

			She fixed him with an appraising stare. Was she wary of him or was she debating his proposal? Probably both, he guessed.

			“I swear I won’t hurt you.” He raised his hands. “I’m harmless.” 

			The corners of her mouth rose slightly. “I suppose.”

			He pushed open the passenger’s door and waited for her to get in. He extended a hand. “Ted Brand.”

			“Julia Merrow.” 

			She shook his hand and nodded toward the road.

			“My house is a couple of miles from Watermere by road, but only a mile if you go through the woods.” 

			Ted did his best not to grimace. Houses with names reminded him of Gone with the Wind and his wife’s weird attraction to Clark Gable.

			“Straight here?” he asked when they came to the stop sign.

			Julia nodded. She smelled like some sort of body lotion, but not cloyingly so. Just a hint of citrus that reminded him of a tropical drink on a hot day. He breathed it in, turned to her.

			“So where were you walking home from, Julia?”

			“The library.”

			“You go there to read?”

			“I work there.”

			“And how is that?”

			She shrugged. “Fine.”

			She wasn’t much of a conversationalist, he decided. It was a good thing she was so good-looking.

			Ted chuckled. “Carver’s nephew is a strange guy.”

			“Why do you say that?” 

			“I don’t know,” he said. “He couldn’t move in any other time but tonight.” He checked his Rolex to make sure she’d seen it. “He won’t even get there until one or two in the morning.” 

			“What’s wrong with that?” she asked.

			Talking to this girl was like extracting a splinter.

			“Nothing’s wrong with it, I guess. It’s only that it seemed strange to me that he couldn’t wait until tomorrow for one of us to meet him there. I mean, the guy calls as we’re closing the office and insists we drop off the key tonight because he’s got to move in immediately.”

			“Maybe he’s excited.”

			“Obviously.”

			“I’d be excited.”

			He softened his tone. “Yeah, I could see that.”

			For the first time, she was growing animated. “Watermere is lovely.”

			“Yeah.” He gave her the smile. “It is very nice.”

			“Nice? It’s sublime. The ballroom and the marble foyer. And the master suite.” Her green eyes blazed.

			“I like the library myself,” he said, going with it.

			“I do too,” Julia said, and as she said it she actually touched his arm.

			Bullseye, he thought.

			“Yeah, the fireplace and the paintings…” 

			“And the books,” she threw in. “Have you ever seen so many wonderful books? They make me feel like Belle in Beauty and the Beast.” 

			He grinned. “It is like that, isn’t it?”

			He hated that fucking movie. Ever since Linda bought it for the twins, he swore it was on twice a day. He ever got the makers of it alone, he’d kick their asses.

			“It’s been so long since I’ve been to Watermere,” she said.

			“You’re welcome to go in with me.”

			Her eyes flared brighter, then grew doubtful.

			“I thought you were just dropping off the key.”

			Brand winked. “I’ve got time.”

			* * *

			Paul left Memphis for the last time.

			He shifted in his seat, uncomfortable because his cargo shorts kept riding up. He cursed himself for allowing Emily to talk him into the Civic, a car he was sure had been designed by dwarfs. His lower back a tangle of knots, he tried to mold his six-foot-two body to the seat. But no matter where he rested his rear end, his head was still too near the roof and his knees were too close to the steering wheel.

			He wiped his brow. Though still only April, the southern air was humid, stifling. He rolled down the window and willed the outside breeze to cool him.

			Squirming, he realized he needed to urinate.

			Some day he’d conduct a study on the correlation between violent crimes and the amount of urine in the bladders of the perpetrators. There had to be a connection. People could talk all they wanted about childhood traumas and full moons goading men to violence, but his money was on the need to piss. Nine times out of ten, when he got annoyed with anything – a bad driver, an inextricable knot in his tennis shoes, a movie director who joggled the camera so much you couldn’t see what the hell was happening – it had something to do with the tingly burning in his abdomen.

			It was the reason that despite the cooler temperature the outside air brought on, he still found himself on edge. He needed a bathroom. As if in answer, a green sign proclaimed GAS ONE MILE.

			He checked the gauge: three-quarters full. No matter. He’d empty his bladder, load up on caffeine and be on his way.

			Not for the first time since he passed the city limit sign, a sense of unreality washed over him. He was leaving the only life he’d ever known, the only people and places familiar to him, driving ten hours north and beginning a new life in a house he’d only seen in pictures. Had anyone, he wondered, ever done this before? Was he, as Emily claimed, insane for going through with it? 

			Signaling a left turn, he made his way off the interstate and pulled into the gas station.

			A longhaired guy working the counter stared at him balefully. Copious tattoos, faded blue by time and God knew what wear and tear, grew like ivy on the man’s veiny arms. The pendant on the guy’s necklace was a skull with curled horns and long fangs.

			Paul realized he’d been staring.

			“Help you?” the man asked. His tattooed hands held a Hustler magazine. From where Paul was standing, he could see two women in the upside-down picture locked together like a Yin and a Yang. The attendant’s eyes followed Paul’s gaze to the picture. When he glanced up again, Paul could see the maze of blood vessels webbing the man’s eyes and a prurient grin wrinkling his lips.

			“No thanks. I just need to use your bathroom and get some coffee.” 

			“Coffee’s over there,” the man nodded to Paul’s left. “Bathroom’s outside.”

			“Do I need a key?” 

			“Yeah. Might need a gas mask too.” The man grinned, revealing a mouth full of coffee grounds. As Paul took the key dangling from a wooden club, he realized the coffee grounds were tobacco.

			He went around to the bathroom and was assailed with one of the worst odors he’d ever smelled. It was as if the smell of human shit had been distilled and blended into the dingy white paint. Even the pink urinal cake gave off a fulsome stench. Managing to void his bladder while stealing quick breaths through his mouth, Paul stumbled out of the bathroom and gasped for air. After depositing the club on the counter and receiving a grunt from the attendant, he poured himself a large Styrofoam cup of coffee and grabbed two Mountain Dews. As he checked out, he threw in a bottle of caffeine pills, as well.

			“You a trucker?” asked the man.

			“No, but I have a long drive ahead of me.” 

			“Where you headin’?” The red-webbed eyes studied him.

			“A little Indiana town called Shadeland.”

			The man shook his head, losing interest. “Never heard of it.”

			“It’s really small.” 

			“Need anything else?” The attendant’s fingers drummed on the sixty-nining blondes in the magazine.

			“No, I think that’s it.”

			“Need a bag?”

			Paul glanced at the items on the counter. “Sure.”

			The man rolled his eyes, bent down and reached under the counter.

			Beside the open Hustler, Paul spied a rack of discount CDs. ROCKIN’ SEVENTIES, one of them read. He pulled it out and skimmed through the names of the bands. Impulsively, he tossed the disc on the counter and asked the guy to add it to his purchase.

			“Already run it,” the attendant said with a shrug and handed back his credit card.

			“Can’t you run it separately?” 

			Sighing, the man rang up the disc and took the credit card. As they waited for the card to go through, the man’s grubby fingers tapped on the sex mag. Paul leaned on the counter and stared at the credit card machine. He wished the guy would relax. It wasn’t as though the women were going to finish pleasuring each other and put their clothes back on.

			The transaction done, they parted wordlessly. Paul guided the Civic back to the highway and sipped the bitter coffee, which was even worse than he’d expected.

			His cell phone rang. Paul picked it up, saw who was calling and silenced it. Emily was the last person he needed to talk to right now. He waited until it stopped ringing and then switched the phone to vibrate. A few days ago he’d worried about his unpaid bill, but now the fact that his cell phone contract was about to end seemed like a blessing. In fact, he didn’t plan on getting a landline in his new home either. There was something delicious about being unreachable.

			Smiling, Paul accessed his voicemail and before Emily’s voice could launch its attack, he deleted her message.

			* * *

			As they drove away, Ted marveled at how easy it had been. From the moment they opened the front door to the moment they climbed back in the Beamer her eyes had glimmered with something approaching ecstasy. For someone who claimed to have only been an occasional visitor to the Carver House, she knew her way around pretty damn well.

			In the house he got a chance to see what a stunner she was. Girl looked like a Playboy model done up to look like a professor or a lawyer. Like those hot young Hollywood actresses. You could try to make them look smart and sophisticated, but it never quite took. No matter how hard the wardrobe guys tried, their sexiness rubbed through.

			At first she’d been reserved, making sure she didn’t let on she might be enjoying herself. Looking back on it, there’d even been moments he suspected the old house might be conjuring bad memories for her. When they passed the basement door, for instance, she’d shivered and gone a sickly olive color.

			But her transformation upon entering the ballroom was dramatic. She had danced, literally danced, across the ballroom floor, and though he felt like a schmuck, he let her grab his hands and lead him around in a kind of awkward waltz.

			Driving away, he felt very good about his chances. Any girl who got carried away that easily was a prime candidate for a one-nighter. He thought of the little girly way she’d acted. She’d laughed and danced with him to the accompaniment of an unseen orchestra, and if that wasn’t worth a screw he didn’t know what was.

			He remembered the way she looked climbing the front porch steps: big tits, tight little ass and a set of legs that went on and on. She had high cheekbones like an Indian or something, and her skin was dark like that too.

			The eyes bothered him though he couldn’t pinpoint why. They were a nice shade of green, very light, and they were always considering something or measuring you and it made him wonder how long she’d lived alone out here in the boonies without someone to lay the pipe to her now and then.

			As they rolled into her drive, she thanked him for the ride and made to get out of the car. Panicking, he stopped her by asking if he could use her bathroom. She said of course, he didn’t have to rush off. She had some iced tea, would he like some? Sure, he said, with lots and lots of sugar. She didn’t say anything to that, but man, she didn’t have to. A girl invited you in for iced tea – iced tea of all things! – the work was over. She wanted him and he couldn’t wait to get her clothes off, take a look at that killer body.

			Inside, he couldn’t believe the barrenness of her house. The only furniture in the living room was a rocking chair, a baby grand piano, a DVD player and an old-fashioned console television. The baby grand was adorned with a lamp and a bust of William Shakespeare.

			She’d told him where the restroom was and as he stood there taking a leak he heard the piano start to play. He finished and as he checked his hair in the mirror, he twisted on the faucet in case she was listening to see if he washed his hands.

			When he came out, the mood in the living room had changed. It might have been the light from the piano lamp shining on Julia’s smooth neck, it might have been the song she was playing. But something about the scene before him turned him on in a way he hadn’t felt in years. It wasn’t just the tingling in his pants, though there was that. This was something greater, something that excited his imagination as well as his dick. Ted glided toward her, the music invigorating his steps. Her long fingers caressed the keys and the song made him put out his hands and slide his fingertips along her bare arms, over her breasts, and then she was standing and hugging herself.

			“What are you doing?” she shouted.

			Shocked at her overreaction, he replied louder than he’d intended, “Why don’t you relax?”

			“What makes you think you can touch me?”

			Her eyes widened with disbelief.

			“I thought that’s what you wanted.”

			“What made you think that?” 

			And now, standing here in front of her accusing stare and open mouth, he couldn’t remember why he’d thought it would be a good idea to touch her tits.

			“I guess it was the song,” was the only thing he could think to say.

			“The song?” 

			“Yeah. The song. I heard it when I was in the bathroom. It was very pretty.” 

			What the hell was he saying? 

			If he left now he’d still have plenty of time at the bars. Linda didn’t expect him home until midnight. He’d told her Carver’s nephew would want to talk about the estate, that he’d have to humor the guy and not seem rude. Share a couple beers with the lucky bastard to celebrate his inheritance.

			“You thought my playing was pretty?” she asked.

			Was she buying it? 

			“Sure. That’s why I touched you.”

			And miracle of miracles, she was moved by his line of bullshit. She was actually tilting her head and allowing him to move in to give her a conciliatory hug.

			“I usually don’t play for people,” she explained into his shoulder.

			“I’m glad you played for me.” 

			“Me too,” she said, nodding over at a pewter stein on the bookshelf. “Your tea’s over there.” 

			Ted thanked her, but he had no intention of letting go of her, of drinking out of that heavy stein. What the hell was she, a Viking? 

			Her firm breasts pushed against him. Ted slowly rubbed her back. If he was going to do this, now was the time. He pulled away, leaned in and kissed her. At first she was wooden, unsure of what to do. Soon, though, she was moving her tongue with his and from her trembling he guessed it had been awhile since she’d kissed a man. A shame, he thought. A pretty girl like this, probably in her late twenties. How had she managed to remain single?

			Now he was letting his hands roam over her body, under the rim of her shirt where he felt how curvy and muscular her back was. Over her hard round ass. He pushed his crotch into hers and she was just the right height for him, probably about five-ten or eleven. Her hands were probing also. They felt his neck and ran along his jaw and onto his shoulders, which was good because they were broad and women always liked them. Their kissing grew feverish and wet and now her hands were on his sides over his sports coat pockets and he felt her pause, tensing, and he realized his mistake and by the time he moved to push her hand away she’d already broken from him and retreated.

			“Julia…”

			“What’s in your coat pocket?”

			“It’s just a ring my father gave me.”

			“Then why is it in your pocket?”

			“I don’t know.” He fought the blush that burned at his throat. He knew it would condemn him, but it was already climbing up his neck. “I get tired of wearing it, I guess.”

			“Show it to me,” she said and held out her hand. There was a sharp edge to her voice he didn’t like.

			“Why should I produce it like it’s a piece of fucking evidence?” 

			“Why should you worry about showing me the ring if it isn’t a wedding band?” Hand out, she took a step toward him.

			“Because it’s none of your business,” he replied. Where did she get off interrogating him?

			She closed her eyes. “Goodbye, Ted.”

			“Huh?”

			She turned to the piano. “You heard me.”

			“Yeah, I heard you,” he said, approaching. “Bitch.” 

			“What did you say to me?” 

			“You heard me,” he said, drawing closer. A hateful grin twisted his lips.

			Her eyes glittered with latent tears. “What’s wrong with you?”

			“Not a thing, honey. The problem’s on your side.” He bit his lower lip, caressed her shoulders with his fingertips. “Built like you are and a fucking prig. Goddamned tragic.”

			She took a backward step. “I’m a prig because I won’t sleep with a man I just met?”

			He snickered darkly, enjoying himself now. “No, you’re a prig because you invited me here under false pretenses. That makes you a cocktease too.”

			He saw her eyes filling with tears, her mouth working.

			He stepped closer, forcing her back near the bookcase. “Fucking waste of time,” he said, driving it in further. “You’re a shitty piano player, too, but hey, at least you’re hot.”

			“Get away from me,” she said in a low voice.

			He clamped her shoulders, drew her roughly toward him, the bitch. Show her who’s boss. “C’mon, sweetie, let’s be friends.”

			He didn’t see the slap coming. It caught him hard, fuck, right on the ear.

			He belted her with the back of his hand, sent her staggering into the bookcase. An empty candleholder tipped and plummeted to the floor. Her hands were on a shelf about waist high, and at first he thought she was steadying herself, that he’d dizzied her when he gave her that smack.

			Then he saw her reach for the stein of iced tea. She lifted it and for a crazy moment he thought she was going to make a toast, but it continued to rise, a foot above her shoulder now. He noticed there was a face on it, William Shakespeare. Big surprise, he thought.

			He asked, “What are you doing with that?” 

			She took a step forward, and he realized she was taller than he’d thought. He was about to comment on this when her hand swept toward him and slammed the bottom of the stein against his face.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			10:06, the dashboard clock read.

			Ahead, Paul spotted his exit. He wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to take a state road instead of the interstate, but he craved something to break the monotony of the trip. He’d listened to ROCKIN’ SEVENTIES three times, and by contrast the silence was pleasing. He took the exit ramp and turned onto the state road. The smooth highway appeared deserted, a welcome departure from the constant roar of the interstate. Twisting off the bottle cap, he swigged the rest of the Mountain Dew and tossed it onto the passenger’s side floor with the empty coffee cup.

			As he picked up speed, he noted the thickness of the foliage around him. It reminded him of the pictures his uncle’s executors had sent him of Watermere, his new home.

			Paul drew in a deep breath. It was incredible. The things he’d always wanted – becoming a writer, the chance to get some peace and quiet, a place to spread out instead of being cramped inside a shabby apartment – were only hours away.

			He yawned and wondered how despite the surfeit of coffee and Mountain Dew rushing through his system, he still found himself growing groggy.

			He remembered the caffeine pills. He fished the bottle out of the bag and wrestled with the cap. Managing to stay on the road while he shook out a pair of yellow pills, he popped them into his mouth and waited for them to head off his lethargy.

			For a moment Paul had the weird sensation that his leg was falling asleep. He tapped his thigh to rid himself of the uncomfortable needling and realized it was his cell phone, which he’d left on vibrate. With a rueful grin, he leaned back and lifted his hips so he could extract the phone from his pocket, and as he did, one leg bumped the wheel. The Civic veered over the center lane. Dropping the phone with a gasp, he flailed for the wheel and actually pushed the car farther into the other lane before jerking it too hard to the right.

			“Shit,” he muttered as he fought the fishtailing back end. He turned into the skid, but that meant staying in the middle of the damn road rather than returning to his own lane. There were no headlights racing toward him, but he was approaching a hill, and if a car suddenly appeared from the other side he wouldn’t have to worry about moving into his new house, he’d become a roadside cross instead.

			The Civic overcorrected again, thrusting him so far into the left lane that his tires swished over the soft grass shoulder.

			“Come on,” he growled through clenched teeth.

			A dim glow spilled over the trees flanking the road. A car was coming.

			For one delirious moment the wheels on his side of the Civic descended the grassy shoulder. Then, without allowing himself to think about the vehicle barreling toward the hill, Paul hit the gas and arrowed toward the double-yellow center of the road. The Civic hopped agilely off the shoulder and rocketed toward the yellow lines, while from the impending rise Paul watched the glow increase with exponential rapidity.

			The right front bumper of the Civic crossed yellow, the driver’s side momentarily fixed in the lights that splashed over the hill and drowned him in a freezing white sea of panic. A horn blasted deafeningly but Paul hadn’t the energy to jerk the wheel. His car continued an almost leisurely diagonal into the right lane, and just when he had closed his eyes, certain the other vehicle – a dark-colored SUV, he noted distantly – would smash him broadside, he heard the screech of swinging tires and felt a stunning whoosh of air sweep the Civic as the vehicles passed within inches of a terrible crash. In his own lane now, he risked a glance in the rearview mirror and saw how well the other driver had managed it, the SUV hardly shimmying as it resumed a normal path, its receding horn now hammering out a staccato goodbye.

			At least, Paul hoped it was a goodbye. He could only imagine how livid the other driver was, how irate he himself would have been had the situation been reversed, the sort of anger only possible when one has been dealt a mortal scare.

			The cell phone vibrated on the floorboard between his shoes. He’d apparently dropped the damn thing during his near-death experience.

			Paul knew who it would be even before he raised the phone to eye level – no losing sight of the road again, not after what had just happened – and saw the name on the phone’s illuminated exterior window.

			Emily.

			He could ignore it again, but she’d keep calling. Even if he shut the damn thing off she’d find a way to get through. Telepathically, perhaps. With a palsied hand, he opened the cell, put it to his ear. “Hey.” 

			“Took you long enough.” 

			Christ.

			“I was trying not to have an accident.” 

			A pause. “You’re on the road?”

			“Yeah.” 

			“So you’re going through with it,” she said.

			“We’re not doing this again.”

			“It’s that easy for you?”

			“I never said it was easy. You’re just saying that to make me feel guilty.”

			“You’re right, Paul. You’re only throwing away three years of time together. Three years of memories and emotional deposits. Why should you feel guilty?”

			He knew he shouldn’t argue with her, knew it would only rip the fresh scab off their relationship, but he couldn’t help himself. “I told you the move isn’t about us, it’s about me hating my life. Doesn’t that matter to you?” 

			Her voice grew plaintive. “Won’t you miss Memphis?” 

			“I’ll miss certain things, sure. I’ll miss seeing you, some of the guys. I always loved Barbecue Fest.” 

			“I’d say you loved it a little too much.”

			Paul restrained an urge to chuck the phone out the window. They’d had half a dozen good experiences at Barbecue Fest, yet all she remembered was the time he’d drunk too much beer and ended up sleeping it off at a friend’s while Emily called every official agency in Shelby County convinced Paul had been killed or abducted. He thought she’d let it go after a while, but here they were two years later still talking about it.

			“Nothing to say?” 

			He blew out weary breath. “I’m just ready for a change.” 

			“Running away isn’t really a change for you,” she said. When he opened his mouth to respond, she added, “So tell me more about Waterworld.” 

			Paul’s jaw clenched. “Watermere,” he said. “The house’s name is Watermere.” 

			“Explain to me why it’s called that when it’s not on the water.” 

			He opened his mouth to tell her, for the third time, about the creek running through the grounds, that there was indeed water near the house if not exactly beside it, but he decided not to take the bait. She knew the answer, she was just finding another way to mock the place without even seeing it.

			“You’re awfully quiet,” she said.

			“That’s because there’s no point in arguing,” he said, glancing in the rearview mirror to make sure the SUV hadn’t turned around to exact revenge on him. “We’ve said all there is to say about my leaving.” Which is why, he wanted to add, I haven’t returned your calls the last couple days.

			“Everything except the real reason you’re running away.”

			“Please stop saying that.” 

			“Or what?” she said, and for a moment he could almost see her on the other end, hand poised on cocked hip, mouth open in a defiant sneer. God, he was glad to be rid of her.

			He heard her sigh tremulously, the fight going out of her. When she spoke again, her voice was almost free of spite and derision. “I don’t understand you.” 

			He waited.

			“Don’t you think what you’re doing is a bit weird? Your whole family agrees your uncle was a lunatic.” 

			Keeping his eyes on the road, Paul opened his second bottle of Mountain Dew and took a long swig. Replacing the cap, he asked, “What would you do, refuse the inheritance? Say ‘Hell no, I don’t want money or a free house’?”

			“I didn’t say that. Keep the money – of course you should keep the money. But why not sell the house? You said it was falling apart.”

			“I said it needed work.”

			“How would you know, Paul? You’ve never even been there.”

			“I’ll be there in a few hours.” 

			Her voice went small. “Do you enjoy hurting me?”

			“Emily,” he began, but then fell quiet. What could he say? That any life was better than the life he had? That his relationship with her had become an emotional undertow that only worsened his drinking problem. That the bank – Jesus, how amazing it felt to tell his father he was quitting – was a maelstrom of ringing phones and coughing workers, his apartment building a sarcophagus of noise. That nothing about city life felt good to him. That he wanted to be alone, without another soul in the world, where he could shout at the top of his lungs and not worry about being heard. Where Emily could no longer make him feel like a failure, even if he was.

			“Paul?”

			“I don’t enjoy hurting you,” he said, “but I’ve gotta go now.” 

			Her voice went hard. “You’ll regret it.” 

			“Maybe.” 

			“You’ll be back by year’s end.” 

			Don’t count on it.

			“We’ll see, Emily.” 

			“But I won’t be waiting for you.” 

			Paul held his tongue.

			She hung up on him.

			“That went well,” he said and shut off the cell. He glanced at the mirror again and saw the road behind was clear. The SUV hadn’t followed him.

			With luck, Emily wouldn’t either.

			* * *

			Through the heavy stein Julia felt his cheekbone collapse and heard the sound of mashing cartilage. A gout of iced tea splattered over his face, his chest, her shoulder and arm. Even before her hand fell his body crumpled and twisted, his knees buckling. He landed in a sitting position before his head lolled back, his eyes showing white and his tongue resting on his bottom lip like a dog’s. His shoulder blades rushed the floor. The back of his skull bounced on the hard wood.

			She watched him closely. He didn’t move.

			A tide of horror washed over her. My God, she thought. I’m going to get the electric chair.

			He moaned, a faint, pleading sound.

			It startled her. His brow knitted and his hands circled like he was swimming. Then, he was still.

			Julia began to shake in huge, rolling tremors that undulated through her body like waterbed waves, and when she thought she’d lose consciousness, succumb to the nausea and the awful guilt for what she’d just done, she let her knees buckle and plopped down a few feet from where he lay.

			She’d only inflicted violence one other time in her life, and then, just as she’d felt a moment ago, it was as though another person had inhabited her body and controlled her limbs. It couldn’t have been her arm that brained Ted Brand with a blunt object.

			Yet she knew it was. And she knew if she sat here and did nothing, he’d eventually awaken and then she’d be in jail awaiting an attempted murder charge with a team full of city lawyers pushing for the harshest sentence possible.

			The thought of a relentless cross-examination got her up, got her body working again.

			She had to get him out of the living room.

			Julia set the stein on the bookcase, hooked Brand under the armpits and dragged him to the open basement door. She shot a glance at Shakespeare’s image on the stein, but looked away when she noticed how accusatory the Bard’s stare had become. She nearly slipped on the lake of tea slicking the wood floor. Her feet squelched in it, and the smell of the liquid, normally pleasing to her, now conjured thoughts of some nauseating sugary confection. The feel of Brand’s large, limp body appalled her. It was as though she were dragging a cow carcass through a blood-soaked meat locker. She shivered at the thought, and for a moment she forgot what she was doing and covered her face in her trembling hands and his head, unsupported, crashed to the wood floor again, bouncing heavy as a bowling ball.

			The panic gripped her. She knew there was no stopping it now. All she could do was get him as far away from her as she could. She hurried around to his feet. Lifting his legs so they were at a right angle to the floor, she reared back and shoved, using her right foot to push his lower back as it came up from the floor. Then she caught herself in the doorway to ensure that she too didn’t go toppling end over end down the long stairway the way Ted’s boneless body was. His large form somersaulted a third time, a fourth, and then sprawled in a heap at the bottom of the stairs.

			She slammed the basement door and began to cry.

			She wished she’d never met Ted Brand. Thinking how close she’d come to sleeping with him, to losing her virginity to him, made her feel ill, yet what right did that give her to attack him, to smash his face? What the hell was wrong with her? Yes, it was self-defense, but still…

			She hadn’t meant to hurt him, not as badly as she had, but that didn’t matter now. Intent meant nothing to people like Brand, and now that it was done, she knew her options were few. Let him go, he’d tell on her, lie about what happened. The jury would believe whatever he told them. He was a lawyer, after all.

			As terrible as it was, she knew Ted could never leave her basement alive, and it was this thought more than anything that sent her to the kitchen sink to vomit.

			* * *

			Paul’s head jerked up, his lungs sucking in frightened breath. He gripped the steering wheel, shook the sleep out of his head. Stifling a yawn, he checked the digital clock.

			2:14.

			He’d sue the pill makers. Who the hell heard of a guy falling asleep after a handful of caffeine pills? 

			He thought of checking the map, though he knew he was nowhere near his destination. He’d be lucky to make Shadeland by dawn. What had possessed him to drive at night? In retrospect, didn’t it make far more sense to leave early in the morning and arrive in the afternoon? 

			Too late now. He was already most of the way there and he wasn’t about to turn around. It occurred to him to pull over and catch some shut-eye, but that would be conceding defeat. He’d finish what he’d started if that meant driving all night.

			He jolted. He’d been dreaming again. Good lord, what was the matter with him? How long had he been out? Ten seconds? Thirty? He imagined himself cruising along at sixty-five miles per hour with his mouth open and his hands dozing on the wheel, a rolling missile careening toward whatever poor son of a bitch happened to be in the other lane.

			He had to keep awake. If stimulants couldn’t do it, maybe music would. He opened up the storage box under his armrest and plucked out his CD case. Most of what he had was either country or classical, and Paul trusted neither to keep him alert. Finally, he flipped to Metallica’s Ride the Lightning. If that wouldn’t do it, nothing would. He thumbed in the disc and fast-forwarded to “Creeping Death.”

			Paul’s chin bobbed. The situation was growing dire. He checked the clock.

			2:26. 

			He’d never make it there alive. Desperate, he rolled down the window and let the wind blast his greasy hair. It didn’t help. The fragrance of the pines bordering the road lulled him deeper into that soft, tranquil place. Paul whipped his head to stay awake. He’d never been this tired before. His fatigue was an undertow sucking him toward the comforting blue depths of sleep. His blood was suffused with caffeine, his ears assaulted by heavy metal, his skin pelted with frigid air; yet the combination of these things only underscored the futility of his resistance. Sleep, an inexorable crawling glacier, plowed through every barrier, freezing his blood and flattening his defenses. The road seemed a million miles wide. For as far as his dimming eyes could see there were no cars, no houses, nothing but a measureless wasteland spreading out in the darkness.

			A jarring thud and a high-pitched scream. Shocked into wakefulness, he threw a puzzled glance at the road, then at the clock.

			2:31.

			Had he been out the entire time? Surely the car couldn’t have steered itself for five minutes. For some reason, the sight of the overhead mirror made his stomach feel loose and quivery. He spotted nothing in the road behind him to confirm the sick fear backstroking in his belly, yet he wondered what he’d have seen had he checked the mirror immediately after the thud, the scream.

			The bile in his throat demanded he slow the car and turn around. Paul made a U-turn with hands he couldn’t feel.

			His racing thoughts conjured a hitchhiker’s limp body, bloodied and broken, balled into a lump in the middle of the highway. The Civic would arrive there just as another car pulled up and discovered what he’d done. The police report would show that Paul had veered onto the shoulder and clipped the man, sent his shattered body skittering end over end. His dream of beginning a new life as a writer with money in the bank and a large estate would be replaced by a decade in prison for manslaughter.

			His headlights splashed over a dark shape in the opposite lane. He glimpsed something large and motionless surrounded by two or three smaller moving shapes.

			Then he was closing his eyes and whispering thanks, for the large shape was a mother possum and the moving objects around her were her surviving children. Under normal circumstances he’d have felt terrible for orphaning these baby possums, but the sight of them now made him feel like opening a bottle of champagne.

			Delirious with adrenaline and relief, he pushed open the car door and moved toward the carcass. Swollen from her recent pregnancy, the mother’s stomach loomed white and large in the headlights’ glare. Scattered about her broken body lay four of her dead children. Three looked peaceful and intact, as though they’d lain down in the road for a moonlit nap. The fourth was torn in half, the two sections of its body connected only by a shiny string of intestine. The eye-watering scent of fecal matter enshrouded him. He shielded his nose with the side of his hand.

			Three more babies were crawling about in a daze. All three were slathered in a patina of blood, yet Paul couldn’t tell whether it belonged to them or their mother. The giant possum lay unmoving inside a spreading pool of blood. Sickened and fascinated by the mother’s enormous body, Paul sidled around to get a better look. He felt his gorge leap.

			Two little legs, besotted with blood, kicked and strained, flicking little droplets on the highway. A surviving baby possum was digging into its mother’s stomach. Transfixed, Paul watched the little blood-covered baby worm its way through cartilage and sinew as it tried to burrow inside the corpse.

			At first he didn’t want to credit the smacking sounds for what they were, yet the sounds and the frenetic twisting of the baby possum’s body could only be the little devil feasting on its dead mother. Buried as it was from the shoulders up, it was inching its way to the heart.

			Appalled by the burrowing cannibal and forgetting his revulsion, Paul endeavored to yank the baby out of its mother’s corpse. Try as he might to get a finger hold on the kicking feet or the twitching tail, the baby eluded him. He didn’t want to get too close, lest its crimson head appear and bite his finger. At this thought, he felt the mother’s body shift.

			Paul cried out and stumbled away as the mother’s face rose and snapped at his arm. He landed on his rump and stared at her in shock. She bared her teeth at him and hissed. Then, instead of batting away her feasting child, she lay back and appeared to rest. Soon, two more surviving babies were swarming over the dying mother and digging out scraps of flesh on which to feed. The smallest possum chewed on one of the mother’s teats and drank the blood that sluiced forth instead of milk.

			Paul looked down and found that his heels were resting in the pool of blood. He shivered and scrambled away. Then, hearing the sounds of lips smacking and voices chittering, he drew himself to his feet and scuttled back inside his car. As he drove away from the scene of the accident, he found that he was fully awake.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			When Paul came to an opening in the forest, he made out a wooden mailbox whose carved, ornate letters spelled out WATERMERE.

			Finally.

			He signaled despite being the only living soul for miles. When the Civic left the thick gravel and disappeared into the woods, its wheels aligning with the twin tire paths that doubled for a road, he felt an odd twinge of recognition. The hickories and oaks and maples leaned over the road like knights with swords drawn, admitting their king.

			And wasn’t that the truth? Unless the pictures the lawyers had sent him had been doctored in some way, Paul was about to take possession of a mansion. He chuckled, giddy with disbelief. He was a modern-day baron, a landed count.

			Bushes thwacked the Civic, reeling him back toward reality. He’d need to do something about the flora threatening to overtake the lane. He knew Myles had been an old man, but he still could have employed someone, a local kid maybe, to keep the road from going to seed.

			The woods opened up, and all he could do was stop the car and stare.

			Watermere was beautiful.

			He couldn’t believe that this sprawling Victorian home was his.

			As Paul pulled forward, he took it all in. Though majestic, the house needed work. He noted the way the porch awning sagged, the cracks in the brick façade, the dead ivy. He doubted the old man had spent much time on upkeep in his twilight years. He studied the detached double garage up ahead and wondered whether either side was occupied.

			Paul stopped, threw the car into park. Getting out, he entered the side door of the garage. Flicking the switch, he saw it was empty. The closed air smelled vaguely of kerosene. He scanned the wall for the automatic door opener but couldn’t find one. Then, he spotted the rope attached to the garage door lying there on the floor. He crossed to it, bent and lifted.

			The garage door roared up on its tracks. It made a frightful racket, but something about the noise appealed to him, as though he were announcing his ownership of the house by startling it awake.

			Climbing back into the Civic, he shifted into gear and rolled into the stall. He cut the engine and got out, relishing the simple pleasure of housing his car in a garage. It was the first time, other than parking garages, he’d had the Civic indoors. He patted its roof fondly and went out.

			Paul stared up at the house. He’d never imagined he would live in such a place. In fact, he never thought he’d own a house period. His father always told him how silly it was to waste money on rent, but Paul feared ownership, as though purchasing a home in the city would somehow bind him to it for the rest of his life. It was admitting defeat to buy a home near his family, he reasoned, so he kept his crackerbox apartment. Now he understood the pride his father had talked about.

			He trotted toward the porch and mounted it in three strides. It winded him. He stood there panting, his belly drooping over his waistband.

			He resolved to get into better shape.

			Cupping his temples, he pushed his face close to the beveled door window and discerned a foyer made of checkered tile.

			A manila envelope lay at his feet. He picked it up and ripped the top open. Bypassing the papers crammed inside, his groping fingers found the key, pulled it out. Taking one more deep breath, he sighed and slid the key into the lock. A dull click sounded. He thumbed the steel button.

			Paul went in.

			* * *

			Ted waited, his head pounding like a gong, for her to come down the stairs. He tried to call to her in a reasonable voice.

			It was difficult to muster.

			First of all, he was in a goddamn basement. He had to bellow just to be heard. Secondly, she’d positioned him on his stomach so every word he spoke seemed to peter out and die on the dirty cement floor. It was getting hard to breathe. His chest flat on the ground, his lungs pressed flat, he felt like a goddamned turtle. He’d waited long enough for her to come down here and loosen his bonds. Now he was through with the nice-guy approach.

			“If you don’t get your skinny ass down here right now to untie these ropes, I’m going to swear to the police that you tortured me. You’ll do a life sentence. Mark my words.” He continued that way, hurling every vile insult he could muster.

			The clanging in his brain was like black death. He couldn’t stand this much longer. He glanced again at his right hand, his left, tugged with both feet, but they wouldn’t budge. The ropes around his limbs were firm, unyielding. Their scabrous threads chafed like barbed wire. The iced tea coating his skin wasn’t painful but the cloying scent and clammy feel of it were terribly annoying. Like when his kids ate too much cotton candy and their goddamn faces became grime collectors, dirty human Band-Aids that insisted on following him around and soiling the legs of his pants.

			Brand’s fury grew.

			He knew he’d pissed her off but that didn’t give her the right to tie him to the floor. What the fuck kind of a freakshow was she?

			Light washed through the basement. He blinked to adjust his eyes. As he whipped his head around to take in his bearings he heard her feet padding down the stairs.

			She was barefoot. Resting his cheek on the dirty cement, he strained to make out the rest of her. A white sports bra and tiny black shorts. Where were the rest of her clothes? he wondered. Did she think she was going to play some weird S & M game with him? The time for all that was gone. All he wanted now was to get to the nearest police station. Now that the light was on, he could see the blood on his wrists where he’d cut himself pulling on the ropes. The scent of his own blood, like sheet metal slicked with rain, deepened his outrage. His Rolex was gone, he noted without surprise. She hadn’t commented on it when he showed it to her in the car, but the bitch had probably been eyeing it all evening.

			“Let me go,” he said.

			She gave no answer but her toes rubbed against one another. He watched them and felt his anger wax.

			“Why did you tie me up?”

			There was a feral edge to his voice he couldn’t disguise. Just as well, he thought. She needs to know how pissed you are. It’s fair warning for what’s going to happen to her the moment she lets you go.

			Ted grinned and thought how easy it would be to slaughter the bitch down here in the basement. He already had the rope marks on his wrists and ankles to prove she’d confined him. The jury would see he’d acted in self-defense, that the woman was a violent lunatic. In fact, if she stood a little closer to one of his hands he could seize her, put a vise-grip on her ankle that would make her squeal for mercy.

			And then? 

			His grin shrank. If he managed to grab her, just where would that get him? Could he hold her there with one hand and force her to untie his bonds?

			He swallowed, unsure of what to do. Had she heard the things he’d screamed at her? He thought she probably had. Why else had her coming down here so closely coincided with the most outrageous of his insults, the accusations about blowjobs and goats? 

			Whatever the case might be, he had to keep her down here, had to keep this woman from losing her temper again. He remembered her eyes just before she bashed him over the head with that damned stein. The indignity of it infuriated him – knocked unconscious with a drinking receptacle. But he had to keep that rage dormant and work to win back the side of her with whom he’d spent most of the evening, the girl that had danced with him, kissed him.

			“Look,” he said as kindly as he could, “I’m sorry for the way I acted. I’m a married man and I should have been up front with you about that.”

			He waited to see if he’d made a dent. She stood silent.

			He spoke to her ankles because he couldn’t see any higher. “And if I hurt you I apologize. I’m also sorry about the things I’ve been yelling but you must understand that this is very uncomfortable. I’m in a lot of pain, Julia.” 

			Was she going to let him lie here and talk to himself all night? 

			“As you can see, my wrists are bleeding and that knock you gave me on the head probably gave me a concussion.” He became aware of a throbbing in his hip. “And I dare say you weren’t very gentle in bringing me down here. The fact is, I’m in trouble, Julia. I need medical attention.” 

			He felt her kneel beside him and he craned his neck to look up at her. From the way she was crouching, her buttocks resting on her heels, he could see how defined she was. The muscles in her legs were long and slender and hard.

			She was holding a hypodermic needle.

			“What are you doing with that?” he asked, voice tightening.

			“I have to do this,” she said. Her voice trembled a little.

			He realized it was the first time she’d spoken since entering the basement. He wished she’d stayed quiet. Her fear, he realized, could be good or bad. Good if she could be frightened into letting him go. Bad if it made her irrational.

			Judging from the needle, his money was on the latter.

			“Julia, just let me up so we can talk about this.”

			“Please stay calm,” she said.

			“You’re joking, right? You knock me out and drag me down the stairs – hell, maybe even throw me down the stairs. You tie me to the floor.” His brow creased as he followed the ropes to where they connected – the stairway, two water pipes, the workbench fifteen feet away. He saw something gleaming on the edge of the workbench, some sort of large knife, and the fact that he couldn’t even hope to reach it made his teeth grind together.

			He felt himself tottering precariously on the brink of panic. “Look, Julia. Don’t you think this has gone far enough? I know I offended you, but I’ve apologized for it and I think I’ve paid for it in spades.” He laughed a little hysterically. “Don’t you think I’ve endured enough crazy shit to learn my lesson?”

			“Please hold still,” she said, and he could tell by the intent sound of her voice that she was concentrating on finding a vein in his arm.

			“Can I at least ask what you’re putting in me?”

			“It’s safe.”

			“I fucking hope so, for chrissakes.” He shook his head. “‘It’s safe.’ How about you tell me just how the hell this is supposed to help me.”

			But the needle was already sinking into his arm, the silver tip piercing his vein as easily as it would a string of warm licorice.

			“Almost done,” she said and depressed the plunger. “This will give me time to think.” The milky fluid flushed into his open vein.

			He yanked his arm away and the hypo nodded in his flesh like a road sign swaying in a strong wind. He cursed her for as long as he could but soon the liquid reached his brain and the words lost their momentum, congealed in his mouth, and his head felt heavy even after he let it rest on the grimy cement.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			July, 1948

			The night of the first death, Myles Carver was trying to bed his brother’s wife. He stared at her through the French doors, the partygoers buzzing around him like gnats, his own date Maria tugging at the lapel of his best black jacket like a goddamned kid.

			“Myles,” she said. He smelled the sweet tang of wine on her breath, studied the large breasts peeking out of her dress, but those things did nothing for him.

			Annabel did.

			She was out there on the veranda, leaning forward so her rump stuck out, taunting him, the pale skin of her shoulders luminous in the night air.

			He moved away from Maria, thought he’d escaped her when she gripped his arm. Then she was jabbering away at him and he realized she was drunk. Despite the band playing next to them atop the ballroom stage, her shrill, slurry voice bit through the noise and turned heads.

			“Why can’t you respect your brother? Why can’t you leave her alone?”

			Jesus. Airing their dirty laundry out here in front of everyone.

			“Look at me, Myles.” Both hands on his lapels now. “She doesn’t want you. If she did she wouldn’t have married David.” Maria threw a sidelong glance at the men and women gawking at them. “That’s right, I said she doesn’t want you.” Getting into it now that she had an audience. “So why don’t you leave like your little brother. Robert knew she’d never have him so he left for Memphis. Why don’t you run away too?”

			She needed a good smack in the mouth. Painted little whore with a little boy at home watched by his grandma tonight because his mother would rather have a man between her legs than a son on her lap.

			He thought of saying all that, thought of saying what everybody already knew about her, but he didn’t. Instead, he said, “You’ve no room to talk,” and walked away.

			As he shut the French doors behind him he heard her say, “You’re a coward.” But she said nothing more because she was afraid of Annabel. Little Maria with her big mouth shut up quick whenever Annabel was around. Lovely Annabel.

			Myles stood watching her.

			He knew if he didn’t say something soon he’d lose his nerve, so standing beside her he said, “Smoke?” 

			Elbows on the cement wall bordering the veranda, she stared quietly at the forest, making no sign she’d heard him or was even aware of his presence.

			Playing it cool, Myles tapped one out for himself, lit it. He leaned there beside her showing her he was comfortable with the silence too. He stole glances at her, though, because he couldn’t help it. Thin, sculptured nose below large blue eyes with lashes so long she needn’t cake them with that black shit Maria smeared on hers. Annabel had her blonde hair pulled back tonight. Myles realized his hands were shaking. He had to say something.

			“Where’s David?” he asked.

			“I’m not sure,” she said. As it usually was, her delivery was toneless, maddening.

			“It’d be nice if he came to his own party.” When she said nothing, he added, “And paid some attention to his wife.”

			Had there been the slightest hint of a smile? Without looking at him she said, “He does.”

			“I don’t mean in the bedroom, I mean when there are fifty people at his house drinking his liquor and having sex in his rooms.”

			“They’re your rooms, too, Myles.”

			“And I’m here, aren’t I?”

			Annabel turned and moved toward the veranda steps.

			“That’s it?” he said and despised the plaintive note in his voice.

			She descended the steps into the lawn, and for the first time he noticed she was barefoot.

			He was about to shout at her, tell her that David didn’t deserve her, that he was probably off in the woods with another woman, when a cry erupted from within the house.

			It wasn’t a normal cry, like a man who’d been cuckolded or a woman who’d been groped. It was a cry of anguish, of heartbroken doom, and as he pushed through the crowd gathered near the bandstand he realized it was Maria’s wail he was hearing. It rose up to the chandeliers, knifed through his eardrums, and he spotted Maria’s mother then, old and haggard and covered with blood. He thought at first she’d been stabbed, but then the crowd opened up and he saw Maria kneeling there in a lake of blood, her little boy clutched to her blood-shiny chest, her dead little boy whose throat was slashed so deeply it hung open like the mouth of some toothless animal.

			Myles turned to look for his brother, for David, who would know what to do in a situation like this. But David wasn’t around. Everywhere he looked were shocked faces, weeping men and women who were too stunned to move. Myles turned, not wanting to face the grotesque spectacle any longer but unable to block out the sound of Maria’s wailing, and as he did he beheld a solitary figure standing in the open French doors, leaning there in a shimmering white dress.
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