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BUNDLED TIGHTLY AGAINST the cold, the young couple lay on an outcropping over the Catoctin River, looking up at the cloudless sky, and wondering which of the countless millions of stars was truly the one that delivered wishes.

“You asleep?” Bobby whispered.

“Not yet.” Susan’s throat still sounded thick.

He pulled his bride of five years even closer and kissed the top of her head. “Happy anniversary.”

Susan snuggled in, burying her face in his jacket.

The calendar had lied. After such a brutal winter, he liked to think that April would have brought warmer temperatures. Out here in the mountains, though, where West Virginia reached closest to God, the air still smelled of February. He’d never been so ready for spring.

This wasn’t at all how he’d planned it. The spot was perfect, yes; and the night beautiful, but he’d hoped the sadness would have dulled by now. There had to be a way to make the pain go away. There had to be. If he were a better husband, he’d know what it was. Susan’s thick brown hair—invisible in the darkness—felt warm and soft against his hand as he gently massaged lazy circles on her scalp. She liked it when he did that.

“We’ll just try again,” he whispered, hoping she didn’t hear the tremor in his voice. “And again, if we have to. And again and again and again.”

Susan just burrowed her head deeper. Her anguish felt like razor blades in Bobby’s gut. He pursed his lips and stared at the sky, desperately trying to hide the little hitch in his breathing. His role required strength. If she sensed that dimples had formed in his armor of optimism, he wasn’t sure how either of them would hold up.

They’d come so close last time; they’d let themselves believe. As much as he craved children, Bobby wasn’t sure he could handle the cycle of hope and disaster anymore. He wasn’t sure that anyone could. His tear tracks turned cold quickly in the night air.

It had been a week since the doctor had pronounced Susan’s internal plumbing to be healthy and normal, and this was to be their weekend of healing. The tears were all a part of it, he supposed, as was the pain, but he worried about the anger. Sometimes when he was alone—only when he was alone—he raged about the injustice of it all, cursing God and Susan and himself for denying them the one blessing that would make their marriage whole. The anger ate at him sometimes, and on nights like these, as his best friend succumbed to wave after wave of grief, he wanted to hurt something just to exorcise the rage.

Time was the answer. He knew this, both from experience and from the advice of others, but it was the one element in the world that he could not manufacture.

Time heals all wounds. What a crock.

The river ran fast and loud just below them, swollen by melting snows. Every now and then, a few drops would rain down on them from an errant eddy that had slapped against the vertical face of their rock ledge. The thunderous noise of the water filled the void of the night, bringing to Bobby a momentary glimpse of the peace he’d hoped they’d find out here. What is it about water, he wondered, that settles the soul?

On a different night, he might never have heard the rustling in the bushes that bordered their secluded outcropping. It was a tentative sound, too random to be the wind, but bigger than a coon or a possum. Out in these parts, there was only one reasonable thought when you heard a sound like that.

“Oh, my God, it’s a bear,” Susan breathed, speaking their common fear. And it stood between them and their campsite.

Bobby was way ahead of her. Rolling quietly to his side, and then onto his feet, he rose slowly.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m gonna scare him off,” he said.

“You’re gonna piss him off. Just be still.”

Bobby had never actually encountered a bear in the woods, but the common wisdom agreed that they had no real interest in people. As long as they didn’t feel cornered, and their cubs weren’t in jeopardy, they’d much rather run away from a noisy human than face him down.

“Go on!” Bobby shouted at the top of his voice, waving his arms. “Get out of here! I see you there in the bushes! Get out! Run away!”

Susan pulled at his pant leg. “Bobby!”

As the rustling stopped, Bobby turned in the cold moonlight and flashed a grin. “See?”

Then it charged. Squealing like a frightened pig, the beast bolted out of the trees, coming straight toward Bobby at first, then breaking off to the right, across the rocks toward the river.

Only it wasn’t a bear.

“Oh my God!” Susan yelled. “It’s a little boy!”

And he was scared to death. Screaming, he ran in a blind panic toward the edge of the rocks, and the roiling waters below.

“No!” Bobby shouted, and took off after him. “No! Don’t! Come back!” But the kid moved like a water bug, darting with amazing speed but no visible effort, turning at the last possible instant away from the water, and back toward the woods, screaming the whole way.

“I didn’t mean it!” Bobby called. “Stop! Really! I didn’t mean it!” His words only seemed to make the boy move faster.

Finally, an old-growth oak tree ended the footrace. The boy looked over his shoulder long enough to see if Bobby was closing in on him, and he slammed into it; a glancing blow on his shoulder that might have killed him if he’d hit it head-on, but instead sent him ricocheting into a sapling, then onto the hard ground.

Bobby closed the distance in eight strides.

At first the little boy just sat there, stunned, and then the pain kicked in and he started to cry—a wailing sound that went beyond pain, combining fear and anger and frustration. He simply gave himself up to it, rolling over onto his tummy and sobbing into the leaves on the ground.

Bobby just stood there. He had no idea what to do. He stooped down and hesitantly reached out a comforting hand. “Hey, kid, settle down, okay? I didn’t mean any harm.”

“Here, let me in.” Susan shouldered Bobby out of the way and scooped the boy into her arms. He fought at first, but then he looked into Susan’s face, and he liked whatever he saw. He seemed to meld with her, clamping down hard with his arms and legs, his face burrowed into her shoulder.

Susan shot a look to Bobby, but he didn’t know what to say. The boy looked tiny—maybe three years old—and he was filthy. Dirt caked his hair and his ears; his skin was crusty with it. He wore only a pair of footy pajamas, with little red choo-choo trains stenciled on the flannel. The toes on his left foot protruded through the tattered cloth.

“What do you think?” Bobby whispered.

“I don’t know. He’s so small. And he’s freezing. You should feel him tremble.”

Bobby looked around, hoping to see a terrified parent somewhere, but all he saw were woods and sky and water.

“Hey, little guy, what’s your name?”

The sound of Bobby’s voice made the boy cringe and pull himself even tighter against Susan.

“He’s going to break my back,” she grunted.

Bobby stripped off his down jacket and wrapped it around the boy’s shoulders. “Here you go, tiger. Let’s get you warm.” To Susan, Bobby added, “Let’s get back to camp.”

During the walk back, Susan tried to talk to the boy, asking him his name, and how old he was, but all he’d do was cry and hang on.

“This is bad, Bobby,” she said softly. “What’s he doing out here without clothes in this kind of cold?”

Bobby shrugged. “Maybe he wandered away from his campsite.” What else could it be?

“But how did he get so dirty? I mean, look at him. This isn’t just a little dirt. This is weeks of dirt. Months, maybe, and even then, he’d have to live in a garden.”

She had a point. There’s dirt, and then there’s dirt. This kid looked as if he’d been rolled in mud.

In two minutes, they were back at their campsite, such as it was. Primitive was the name of the game here. Their Explorer was parked a good mile away, at the bottom of the trail. What little they had in the way of creature comforts they’d packed in on their backs. The campfire, built for aesthetics and warmth rather than cooking, had burned down to a pile of shimmering red embers.

“I’ll build this back up,” Bobby said, peeling off from the others.

Susan went straight to their igloo-like dome tent, and the warmth of the sleeping bags inside. She stooped to her haunches outside the little doorway and tried to pry the boy’s hands from around her neck, and his feet from around her waist. He grunted and instantly reattached himself.

“No, no, sweetie, you’re okay now. You’re safe. We’ll make sure you get back home, okay?”

No, it wasn’t okay. It wasn’t okay at all. He remained glued to her, and the more she tried to pry him away, the more desperate he became to hang on.

“Why don’t you sit with him for a while inside, Sue?” Bobby suggested, drawn back to the tent by the noise. “Wrap him up in a sleeping bag and just hold him until he settles down. He must be scared to death.”

“Then what?”

Bobby’s eyebrows twisted. “I don’t know. I guess we hike out with him in the morning and take him to the ranger station. They’ll decide what to do with him from there.” Bobby stayed in the doorway for a moment, watching the two of them settle into a sleeping bag. “Tell you what,” he proposed after they were lying down. “Why don’t I make some hot chocolate? If nothing else, maybe it will loosen his tongue a bit.”

At the sound of the phrase hot chocolate the kid’s eyes lit up, but as soon as Bobby shifted his gaze to meet them, the boy quickly looked away and remelded with Sue.

Having put the cooking equipment away hours ago, Bobby had to reassemble it all from scratch. The camp stove was a single-burner job, fueled with white gas, and it took all of about three minutes to put it together, the satisfying blue flame telling him that he’d done it correctly. He poured water from his canteen into an aluminum pot, put it on the burner, and set about the business of resuscitating the campfire. He carefully stacked what remained of the kindling they’d collected in the daylight and knelt low, so that his elbows were on the ground, and his face nearly touched the dirt. From there he blew on the embers, a thin stream of air that made them flare orange before finally blossoming into a satisfying yellow flame.

He added larger pieces of wood, and within minutes, it burned freely, the flames reaching a good foot above the pile of sticks.

This whole thing had him spooked. Why in the world would a toddler be wandering around the woods in his pajamas? If he’d indeed been separated from his parents, where were the teams of rangers and police that should be out here looking for him? Where were the helicopters and the dogs? A sense of foreboding prickled his skin and he found himself obsessed with the notion that someone was watching him.

A loud snap drew his attention up ahead and to the right, toward the darkness that lay beyond the illuminated circle cast by the campfire. What was that? Most likely, just his imagination.

But he heard it again. Whatever it was—who ever it was—was approaching cautiously. Bobby closed his hand around a club-sized piece of firewood and stood casually, keeping it hidden as best he could behind his leg as he moved to the edge of the light circle.

“Bobby?” Susan asked from inside the tent. “Is something wrong?”

“Shh. I don’t know. Be quiet for a second.”

There it was again, only this time a rustle of leaves preceded the snap, and again the movement stopped, as if someone were attempting a stealthy approach and getting frustrated.

“Hello?” Bobby yelled. His words seemed five times louder in the silence of the night. “Who’s out there?”
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SAMUEL CRINGED AT the sound of the breaking stick and froze without waiting for Jacob’s hand signal. He knew he’d screwed up again, and he knew that Jacob would have one of those looks on his face. He hated those looks. Samuel Stanns wasn’t nearly the idiot that his brother thought he was.

Okay, so he’d let the boy get away. That was a big mistake, but to hear Jacob piss and moan about it, you’d think he’d done it on purpose. He never screwed up on purpose, and if he knew how to stop screwing up by accident, then he’d do it, wouldn’t he? Of course he would.

Hell, it was dark out here. How are you supposed to avoid stepping on a stick? It was just hunky-dory terrific that Jacob was able to do it, but not everyone was as good at stuff as Jacob was. Samuel tried his best, and as his mama used to tell him, trying was sometimes the best you could hope for. His mama had understood that, and so did Jacob most of the time, even though his daddy…Well, what his daddy thought didn’t matter much anymore.

Didn’t matter at all right now because Jacob was pissed, and when that happened, the whole world had better start paying attention. Ever since they were kids, Jacob’d had a temper, and everybody who knew him knew to stay away from it.

“Are you listening to me or what?”

Jacob’s harsh whisper broke whatever spell had locked up Samuel’s mind and brought him back to the present. He nodded yes—that he was listening—because he knew it was the right answer, but Jacob still repeated himself.

“You just stay here,” he commanded. “Don’t go anywhere and don’t say anything. I’ll take care of this.”

Samuel nodded, but then Jacob got mad again anyway.

“Did you hear me?”

“Yes.” Samuel was never very good at whispering, so the best he could do was sort of a soft regular voice. “But you said not to say anything, so I thought I wasn’t supposed—”

“Shut up, Samuel.”

 

Susan poked her head through the door flap. “What’s going on, Bobby?”

He didn’t even look as he waved her back inside. To the woods, he said, “Howdy. You scared me. What can I do for you?”

“Well,” a new voice said, its gravelly tone sounding twice as loud as her husband’s, “I’m hoping you can help me find my son.”

At the sound of the voice, the boy bolted upright in his sleeping bag and made a keening sound as he scrambled to Susan for protection. His eyes bore the look of a frightened pup, pleading and helpless as he pulled with hands and feet to drag Susan back into the tent and embrace her. She tried to quiet him down, but it was useless. The boy was utterly terrified.

Outside, Bobby recognized the boy’s cries for what they were, and he caught the flash of contempt in their newest visitor’s eyes.

“I’m Tom Stipton,” Jacob said, extending his hand. “I see you found him. Quite a handful, isn’t he?”

“I’ll thank you to keep your distance,” Bobby said, retreating a step and tightening his grip on the club. At six-two if he was an inch, the stranger looked like someone who’d been in his share of fights, and he moved with the confidence of the one who usually prevailed. Bobby’s mind raced with possible bluffs, but with the kid making so much noise, he wasn’t sure what he could do. “How did you lose him?”

The visitor seemed amused, as if he knew that his lies were transparent but decided to humor Bobby anyway. “Oh, the wife and me was drivin’ down the road when we broke down. I fiddled with the engine for a while, and when I looked up, dear little Samuel was gone.”

The words sat wrong with Bobby. “Dear little Samuel” had a troubling ring of sarcasm, and the delivery wasn’t right. This guy should have been ecstatic to be reunited with his son. Instead, he seemed angry.

Bobby needed to do something. None of this added up, and he’d be goddamned if he was just—

The gun came from nowhere, materializing in the visitor’s hand as it swung up at arm’s length to point at Bobby’s chest. It moved so fast that he never really saw the weapon, but the motion could only mean one thing. The odd smirk never left the man’s face.

Bobby reacted without thinking, ducking to his left even as he swung his club. He connected with the back of the man’s hand just as the weapon fired, the explosion deafening him momentarily as he rolled to his side and struggled to find his feet. He waited for the agonizing impact of a bullet, but instead saw the stranger on his hands and knees, brushing through the leaves on the shadow-strewn ground.

The gun! I must have knocked it out of his hands.

Bobby charged, with his club raised high over his head, but the stranger saw him coming and drove a fist deep into Bobby’s belly, knocking the air out of his lungs. Gasping for a breath, Bobby never even saw the vicious backhand that buckled his knees.

His consciousness wavered, and he tasted dirt in his mouth. It made a foul, muddy mixture with the blood that leaked from a gash inside his cheek. The whole world spun at a weird, tilted angle, and as he attempted to find the ground and grab on to it, he knew with absolute clarity that if he passed out now, he’d die.

He tried standing once, fell back again, his hand landing in the fire, triggering a yelp of pain. The singed fingers helped him to focus, though, and as his vision cleared, he saw the stranger back in the leaves, trying to find his pistol.

Jesus, the pistol.

The fuzziness in his head evaporated. This man was going to kill him. Him and Susan. And the boy. He had to stop him. But how?

With a rush of clarity, he remembered the pot of water simmering on the small stove. It was his only chance. Scrambling to his feet, he staggered toward the dim blue flame and snatched the boiling pot from the burner, the metal handle burning the folds of his knuckles.

At that instant, the stranger made an odd, growling sound as he triumphantly snatched his gun from the leaves.

Bobby never even slowed down. Charging full tilt, he slung the scalding water in an awkward underhand softball pitch, catching the intruder squarely in the face. Jacob howled and clawed at his scalded eyes, but Bobby kept coming, catching him full in the throat with his shoulder, and sending him sprawling backward into the dirt.

“Samuel!” Jacob yelled. “Goddammit, Samuel, help me!”

Bobby hit the ground hard and instantly scrambled back to his feet. He needed the gun. He needed this man to die. But the weapon was still clutched in the stranger’s hand. He kicked out wildly with his boot, targeting Jacob’s head but mostly hitting the arms he used to shield himself.

“Samuel!”

Bobby went for the gun. He grabbed the weapon by its barrel and pulled. It fired. Bobby yelled and fell to the ground, certain that he’d been hit, but surprised by how little it hurt. His right forearm felt as if it had been set on fire by the muzzle flash, but as he glanced at the damage, he was shocked to see that he’d come away with the gun.

“Motherfucker!” the killer roared. Still blinded from his burns, Jacob turned onto his belly and thrust his hand out to close with crushing force around Bobby’s ankle. “I’ll kill you. I swear to God, I’ll kill you. Samuel!”

Terrified, Bobby tried to kick himself free from the man’s grasp, but there was no getting away. He sighted down the barrel of the big pistol at the top of Jacob’s head.

He’ll kill you. He’ll kill Susan…

But his finger wouldn’t work on the trigger.

Then the scalded eyes found him. The man looked straight at him. Even through the blisters, the coldness of his eyes chilled the night air.

“I’ll fucking kill you!” he yelled, and he lunged forward.

The pistol bucked in Bobby’s hand, blinding him with a brilliant white flash, and then it bucked again. He couldn’t even see what he was doing anymore, but he had to kill this monster.

 

Susan shrieked at the sound of the gunshots, and so did the boy. They desperately hung on to each other inside the tent as she tried to make some sense of it all; to figure out what she should do.

If Bobby was dead, then so was she. And the boy, most likely.

The fight had raged outside for an hour, it seemed, and as she tried to piece together all that had happened, all she heard now was quiet. After so much noise, the quiet was most terrifying of all.

 

Samuel felt the tears coming, and he fought to stop them. Only pussies cried. He’d heard Jacob say that a thousand times.

He’d said not to move, dammit! And he’d said not to say a word, so when he started calling for help, that was really, really confusing. How could Samuel know that Jacob wouldn’t get mad all over again? Besides, Jacob never liked it when Samuel got into the middle of his fights. He said that he could handle himself, and that his little brother only fucked things up when he tried to help.

But from where Samuel stood, it sure looked as if Jacob needed some; the way he just lay there, not moving. It reminded him of the way other people lay frozen on the ground when Jacob was through with them. He couldn’t be dead, could he?

No, Jacob was too tough to die. He might get beat up real bad sometimes, but he’d never die. He promised. He’d always be there for Samuel, no matter what. He said that all the time.

But he sure wasn’t moving.

Samuel started to cry, in spite of himself. He always cried when he was scared, and right now he was more frightened than he’d ever been. At least since he was a little boy.

But Jacob would be okay. He promised.

Samuel had to suck on his hand—that place between his thumb and his forefinger (because everybody knows that only pussies sucked their thumbs)—to keep his crying quiet enough that no one would hear.

“Come on, Jacob,” he whined in as near a whisper as he knew how. “Come on and get up. Please get up, Jacob…”

 

Bobby couldn’t take his eyes off the man on the ground. He just watched, numb, as the blood leaked out of him, forming little rivulets in the mulchy forest floor. The trembling started from Bobby’s shoulders and raced down his body; uncontrollable spasms that made him sit down heavily, doing his best all the time to hold his aim.

“Oh, my God, Bobby, are you alright?” He looked up to see Susan staring down at him, her face a mask of horror.

“I think I killed him,” he said. His voice sounded as if it belonged to someone else.

Susan put the boy down and sat next to her husband, gathering him into her arms. “Oh, my God,” she said, then said it again.

It was all more than Bobby could comprehend. Not a half hour ago, he was comforting his wife in the moonlight. What the hell had happened? Jesus, he’d killed a man!

Susan jumped, as if shot with electricity. “No, don’t!” she yelled, and Bobby braced for another attack.

“What? What’s happening?”

Susan jumped to her feet. “Oh, no, Jesus, no! Don’t do that.” She darted over to the body, where the filthy little boy straddled the man’s back, pounding him as hard as he could with his fists. “Stop it!”

As she wrenched him away, the boy continued to flail and scream, Susan’s head and shoulders absorbing the force of the pummeling. She didn’t try to say anything to him; she just held on to him, and in time, he settled down some, his panic dissolving to sobs, and then a muffled whimper before he finally fell asleep in her arms.
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SUSAN HELD THE boy tightly in the crook of her shoulder, patting his back and trying to get him to stay settled. To keep him turned away from the body, though, she had to face it, and what she saw made her stomach churn. He lay so still. With his left arm at his side, and his right hand raised, he looked like the toppled statue of someone who’d been waving good-bye. They were the hands of someone used to hard work—big, beefy hands that looked as if they could never be cleaned, not even after an hour of washing. They were mechanic’s hands. What she noticed most about him, though, was how flat the body looked; as if he were once a balloon, and now half the air had leaked out of him.

But that wasn’t air she saw leaking through his thinning hair, nor was it air that stained his denim jacket black. That was blood. Blood from the bullet holes her husband had punched into his body—the bullets that had likely saved her life. The shadows cast by the flickering light of the campfire turned the corpse’s eyes into dark hollows, and as the black smear of a nose shadow danced along his upper lip, she saw that his front teeth were smeared with blood. In just a few minutes—or certainly within a few hours—the blood would crust over and turn brown. She shuddered as she found herself licking her own teeth the way she might before a formal dinner, to guard against lipstick-teeth.

“Who’s Samuel?” Bobby asked out of nowhere.

“Huh? What?” It was as if Susan had already forgotten about the fight.

“Samuel. He kept calling for help from Samuel. Who the hell is he?”

“Isn’t that what he called the baby? He said they turned around and Samuel had run away.”

Bobby nodded pensively. That’s right. He had said that, hadn’t he? So, was he trying to get the boy to come to his aid? This tiny little boy? The one who had pummeled his dead body? Not likely.

“We need to get out of here,” Bobby said. “I think he’s got friends, and I don’t want to meet them.”

“It’s dark! The trail’s too dangerous at night.”

“Well, it’s safer than staying here.” Bobby nodded toward the body on the ground. “Besides, do you want to spend the night with him? The sooner we report this, the better off we’re all going to be. It’s stupid to stay here.”

Susan patted the boy’s head and kissed his filthy hair. “But what about the baby? He can’t walk all that distance. He’s exhausted as it is.”

“We’ll carry him, then. We’ll wrap him up real warm and then we’ll carry him, but we’ve got to get out of here.” Bobby looked at the pistol he still clutched in his hand, then stuffed it in the waistband of his jeans. “It’s just not safe.”

For the first time, Susan saw it all for what it was, and she whipped her head from side to side, scanning the woods for more gunmen. A giant fist squeezed her stomach. “Okay. Okay, I’ll get some things to wrap the baby in. We’ll come back later for our stuff, right?”

Bobby nodded. “Right. Just leave everything.”

As Susan wrapped the boy up in a jacket and a sleeping bag, Bobby couldn’t take his eyes off the corpse. Jesus, he’d killed a man; damn near been killed by him. Why? What the hell was going on? And why would he want to harm such a small child?

Bobby realized now that he needed to know who this guy was. If there was a Samuel out in the woods somewhere, waiting to come in and help his pal, Bobby didn’t want him dragging the body off to cover his tracks. If nothing else, he needed a wallet or a driver’s license from his attacker—some name to give to the police.

He moved cautiously, as if the body might suddenly lash out at him. Ridiculous as it was, scenes from all the slasher movies he’d ever seen flashed through his mind, and he didn’t think he could deal with a sudden awakening from the dead.

The corpse’s wallet bulged plainly from his back pocket. Bobby stood for a long time, gathering the courage he needed to take the next step. His skin puckered at the very thought of touching a dead man.

Straddling the body, he used only his thumb and forefinger to reach in and grab a corner of well-used leather. The man smelled of urine, and up this close, the spilled contents of his bladder radiated a nauseating warmth.

“What are you doing!”

The suddenness of Susan’s words made him jump a foot, and he fell backward into the leaves. “Jesus Christ!”

Susan just stood there, at the opening of the tent, the bundled boy in her arms. “Are you robbing him?”

“No, I’m not robbing him!” Bobby was aghast that she would even ask such a question. “I want to get his ID so we’ll be able to put a name to all of this.”

“Oh, honey, I don’t know…”

“It’ll only take a second.” He went back to work, again using only two fingers to pull the wallet clear of the pocket, and opening it. He couldn’t see much in the darkness, but the billfold had an odd shape and weighed more than he thought it should. When he turned it over in his hands, he saw why, and for just a fraction of a second his heart stopped beating.

A gleaming silver badge stared up at him. Suddenly light-headed, he reeled and once again sat heavily on the leaf-strewn forest floor.

“What?” Susan said, moving toward him. “What is it?”

“He’s a cop.” Hearing the words shot an icy chill through his belly. “Oh, my God, Sue, I killed a cop.”

Terror bloomed in Bobby’s chest. Cop killers went to jail, pure and simple; that much he knew just from watching television. Provided, of course, they lived long enough to make it there.

Susan took a quick three steps forward, then stopped. “But so what?” She tried to sound light and confident, but the brittle edges of panic showed through anyway. “So what if he was a cop? I mean, he’s just another man, right? Self-defense is self-defense.”

Oh, Christ, but was it really self-defense? This cop came into their campsite looking for a child to whom the Martins had zero rights, and when Bobby showed resistance, the cop drew his gun. Whose self was being defended?

No, don’t think that way. He was going to shoot. I saw it in his eyes. He was going to shoot.

But he didn’t shoot, did he? At least not until Bobby lunged at his gun and started to fight with him. What the hell else was he supposed to do? All the cop knew was that some stranger had his kid, and when he moved to get him back, Bobby refused. He was a cop for God’s sake.

“Bobby? Bobby, what’s wrong? It was self-defense, wasn’t it?”

All at once, it crystallized for him. They had to get out of there. Right now. They had to disappear, make it look as if they’d never even been there. Stuffing the wallet back into the man’s pocket, Bobby stood and whirled to face his wife.

“We’ve got to go. Take everything. And I mean everything. I don’t want to leave so much as a trace.”

“You’re scaring me, Bobby,” Susan whined. “Tell me what’s happening.”

He didn’t have time for this. Neither of them did. “Think about it, Sue. I killed a cop.”

“In self-defense.” She said the words as if she were speaking to a dense child. Then she saw the look in his face, and her shoulders sagged. “It was.”

He didn’t know where to begin. Everything had happened so fast. Everything was just flashes and impressions. “I don’t know for sure,” he said at last, and he saw his wife’s eyes widen with terror. “I mean I was sure at the time, but I don’t know now. I mean, if I thought he was a cop, maybe I would have done things differently. If he’d identified himself as a cop—”

“But that’s just it,” Susan said quickly. “He didn’t identify himself. I was here. I heard that. And by not identifying himself, you had every right—”

“What about the other cops, Sue? The ones who investigate all of this? They’re going to see a dead cop, and they’re going to hear about a child we don’t know from Adam, and a story about an attack that’s making less and less sense even to me. What are they going to think?”

“So, what do we do, then?”

“We get the hell out of here.”

“You’re at least going to call, right?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know anything right now. And to top it all off, we’ve got him.” Bobby gestured to the sleeping boy, who’d finally found his thumb. “Not to mention good old Samuel, whoever the hell he is.” Bobby stepped over the body and started policing the area. “For all I know, this is the worst thing we could do, but it’s the only thing that sounds right, okay?”

No, it wasn’t okay, and her face showed it. But she didn’t have a better idea.

“Now, put the kid down someplace and let him sleep. I need help here.”

He moved at a frantic pace, darting from one corner of the campsite to the next, playing his L.L. Bean miner’s light all around, hoping to find any trace of themselves that they might have left behind. He got the food and the trash, and he remembered to pick up the pot he’d slung at the intruder.

While the little boy slept at the base of a tree, Susan shoved their belongings into their backpacks. Bobby’s sense of urgency had infected her, and she found that her hands couldn’t move fast enough. Every second, she felt that they were on the verge of getting caught. She still wasn’t sure what that would mean exactly, but she’d never seen Bobby so distraught.

She made it a point not to look toward the body. Anything left over there was left forever, as far as she was concerned. She just wanted to be off this mountain and on to someplace safe and friendly where she could talk some sense into Bobby’s head. They had nothing to hide, dammit. To run was to admit otherwise. She knew this. And she knew that Bobby would know it once he started thinking straight again. For now, all that mattered was getting back to the car.

 

Samuel hadn’t moved in a half hour, and neither had Jacob. It really was true, wasn’t it? Jacob was really dead, and these people had killed him. If it hadn’t been for those two nosy nellies, everything would be just fine.

But why are they nosy nellies to begin with?

He whirled at the sound of Jacob’s voice, only to find himself staring deeper into the woods.

“Jacob?” he asked the night, still in his quietest voice. He looked nervously toward the campsite again, and at the body, which still hadn’t moved. “Where are you?”

No answer. Jacob was like that sometimes, asking questions just to get Samuel thinking straight.

He stewed the question over in his mind. Why were they nosy nellies to begin with?

Because of the kid. That damned kid, who refused to do anything he was told to do. That kid who wouldn’t do anything but scream and whine and never say a fucking word to anybody. For the life of him, Samuel couldn’t figure out why Jacob had wanted the kid in the first place.

You let him get away. You fell asleep.

That time, he knew the voice came from inside his head. The picture that Jacob wanted him to see started to focus in his mind, and once it did, Samuel wished it would disappear.

If the kid hadn’t gotten away, then the nosy nellies would never have known a thing. And if they had never known, then Jacob wouldn’t have been shot. So, if Samuel hadn’t fallen asleep when he should have been watching…

Samuel gasped, clapping a hand over his mouth to keep anyone from hearing him.

Oh God, oh God, oh God, it can’t be. I killed my own brother.

 

Finally, they were ready. The backpacks were full, the stuff sacks stuffed, and the woods where their campsite had been looked pristine.

Susan wanted to carry the boy, but with her full pack, she couldn’t manage the weight, so Bobby took over. The child stank of urine and filth. He tried to carry the boy with the little one’s grimy head on his shoulder, but the straps of his backpack got in the way. In the end, he had no choice but to carry him cradled in his arms.

Bobby led the way, illuminating the path with his goofy-looking headlamp. The boy couldn’t weigh much more than thirty pounds, but dead to the world as he was, he felt much heavier. Combined with the fact that Bobby could no longer see where he placed his feet on the narrow, steep, rocky trail, the thirty-minute walk to the Explorer might as well have been an hour and a half.

The woods seemed abnormally silent tonight, the blood pounding in his ears all but drowning out the distant rushing of the river. Where it had once brought a sense of peace, that hissing roar now made him worry that someone might more easily sneak up on them.

“I see the car,” Susan said from behind.

Bobby shifted his head, and sure enough, he caught a flash of white through the naked trees. “Thank God.” The little boy now felt as if he weighed three hundred pounds. Bobby’s arms trembled.

“Okay, little guy,” Bobby said as he walked around to the side of the truck, “I’ve got to put you down for a second.” The boy stood as Bobby lowered him to the ground, but he never really woke up.

Just to be sure, Susan steadied the boy as Bobby’s trembling hands fished for his keys. With two presses of the little button on the fob, the locks popped up and he pulled open the door.

Susan hoisted the boy onto the backseat, where he instantly curled onto his side and stuffed a thumb in his mouth.

Next came the backpacks, which they shoved through the tailgate. It was time to leave.

“I’ll ride in the back with him,” Susan announced.

Bobby opened his mouth to object, then closed it again. Why the hell shouldn’t she ride in the back? The boy needed to be with somebody, after all.

Thirty seconds later, the truck was heading down the treacherous, unpaved switchbacks that would lead to the road home. Ruts and rocks bounced them all over the interior of the truck, and Bobby found himself riding the brakes even after shifting the transmission into low.

“How are you guys doing back there?”

“I’m hanging on, and he’s doing great.” Susan’s voice bounced right along with the suspension.

“Shouldn’t be more than a couple minutes till we’re out of here.”

If anyone had asked him yesterday, Bobby would not have been able to imagine a circumstance in which he would make this drive after dark. Not unless someone was gravely ill.

Or dead, with a bullet in his brain.

Finally, they made it to the bottom, and Bobby let out an audible sigh. They were back on solid pavement, and they’d put plenty of distance between themselves and whoever the cop might have been traveling with. For the time being, the worst was over.

Or so he thought, before he saw flashing blue lights closing in on his rear bumper.

 

Samuel had taken a trip. That’s what he called those times when he left the real world and traveled off to think thoughts that no one else could understand, and when he got back, darkness had returned. The campfire and the flashlights were gone, and the darkness pressed in all around him. Even the moon had dimmed.

The stiffness in his shoulders and his knees told him that he’d been gone a long time, but not as long as he used to go when he was a kid. His pants were still dry.

He didn’t like the dark; never had. Bad things happened in the dark, and for as long as he could remember, he’d always kept lights on around him. At least a flashlight, but Jacob wouldn’t let him carry one of those tonight.

In the darkness, with all the other people gone, Samuel decided that it was okay for him to cry. No one could see, so no one would call him a pussy now. Certainly not Jacob.

Because he was dead.

Sadness flooded up all the way from his tippy-tippy toes and burst over him, making him wonder if maybe he would drown in it. Samuel put his hands over his ears and pushed as hard as he could, hoping that the horrible feelings could be kept inside, but they all rushed out anyway. He sagged to his knees and sobbed there in the darkness, not even caring about the snot and the drool that leaked out onto his shirt.

Jacob was never coming back. He was dead. And there was nothing Samuel could do about it.

It took another half hour for him to summon the courage to move out of his spot and do what he had to do next. The moon didn’t provide a whole lot of light, but it was enough for Samuel to pick his way through the trees without getting hurt. He moved a step at a time, still trying his best not to step on any sticks.

Through the bushes, an iridescent white rectangle drew his attention. He bent down for a closer look and found a piece of paper with writing on it. Samuel liked paper, and he liked writing, so he folded it up and stuffed it in the pocket of his jeans.

You’re not out here to pick up trash.

He knew that, and it angered him that he could so easily be distracted. Returning to his original course, he took only six more steps and then he was there. His brother still hadn’t moved; he was just a black stain against the night.

Samuel knelt as close as he could and rested his hand on Jacob’s shirt, hoping that maybe he would feel it and wake up. “I’m really, really sorry, Jacob,” he said. And then, choking back a sob and wiping the snot from his nose, he leaned down and kissed his big brother good-night.
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WE’VE GOT TROUBLE, Sue,” Bobby groaned, trying his best to squeeze the terror out of his voice.

Susan saw the strobing blue shadows and strained to look out the back window. “What do they want?”

“What do you think?”

“How could they know? How could they possibly know?”

Bobby pulled over to the side of the road, nursing a distant hope that the cop behind them might be chasing someone else. Yeah, right. The strobes slipped in behind them.

“What are you going to do?” Susan asked.

“I don’t know.”

Bobby’s mind raced. What were his options? By his calculation, he had exactly none. Maybe this was for the best. They’d done what they’d done, and maybe it was best for them just to fess up to it and face the music.

Out of nowhere, he remembered the pistol he’d casually tossed onto the passenger seat as he climbed into the truck, and he quickly reached over to get it out of sight. Through his side-view mirror, he saw the cop’s door open, and his heart did a quick somersault. The very last thing he needed was to greet the cop with a gun in his hand. Hesitating for only an instant, he tucked the weapon under his butt and tried to look innocent.

Ten seconds later, the cop was at the window, and Bobby pressed the button to lower it.

“Good evening.” To his own ear Bobby sounded petrified.

The cop shined a flashlight in his eyes. “Howdy.” Next, he shined the flashlight in through the rear window. Bobby noted with a tiny flutter of hope that the man’s weapon was not drawn. “Y’all okay?”

Hope bloomed even larger. “I think so,” Bobby said, forcing a smile. “Any reason I shouldn’t be?”

The flashlight came back around, but this time at a less imposing angle, aimed more at his door than his face. “None I can think of. We just don’t get many people driving the roads this time of night. You haven’t had anything to drink tonight, have you, sir?”

Bobby had to fight off a giddy little laugh as relief washed over him. Could it really be this simple? “No, sir, not a drop. Water and coffee, that’s it.”

With the light redirected, the top half of the cop’s body was a faceless shadow, but Bobby readily saw the man’s gold badge on the green shirt. This guy wasn’t a cop at all. He was a park ranger. “I see y’all been camping. Is there a reason why you’re bugging out so early?”

Bobby startled himself with his answer. “I’m afraid the wife’s not cut out for the out-of-doors life. I could stay awake all night explaining sounds, or I could drive us back home. This seemed to make more sense.” He marveled at how easily the lie materialized, and how rational it sounded.

The ranger laughed. He’d been there, done that. “I don’t suppose you have a camping permit I could look at, do you?”

This time, honesty served Bobby well. “Yeah, I do, but it’s on my pack in the back. Do you want me to get it for you?”

The ranger thought about it, but after another quick glance in the backseat, he shook his head. “No, that’s okay. I’ll take your word for it. I’m sorry your trip didn’t work out better for you. Have a good night, and drive carefully for me, will you?”

“You bet.” Bobby smiled. “Thanks.” As his window climbed its track, he shook his head and allowed that giggle to escape. “Would you believe that?”

Susan saw none of the humor. “Just get us home, okay, Bobby? Just get us home.”

 

Once the adrenaline high subsided, leaving only the monotony of a long drive in a quiet car, reality began to sink its hooks.

Jesus, he’d killed a man.

You can’t murder another human being and just walk away. Life doesn’t work like that. You do something wrong, and you step forward to take ownership of your crime. Throw yourself on the mercy of the court.

But he was a cop.

Why couldn’t he have been anyone else in the world but a cop? Bobby didn’t buy for a second that the guy was the kid’s father, but maybe he was on the feather edge of solving a kidnapping case. Or, maybe, like the Martins, he was minding his own business in the woods when he saw this kid in his filthy, torn pajamas, and like any other public servant, he stepped forward to do the right thing.

But I didn’t know that, Judge, Bobby imagined himself saying in a future courtroom. He scared me so badly that I rushed him, and then when he pulled his gun, what choice did I have but to wrestle it away and shoot him?

His stomach tumbled at the very thought of it. They’d never believe him; not in a million years.

But they didn’t see his eyes. They didn’t hear the boy’s reaction to the sound of his voice. Even with all of his doubts and all of his questions, Bobby couldn’t escape the notion that the cop wasn’t there to help anyone. He was there to hurt people; specifically, the little boy. And if he did that, then he’d have to do something about Bobby and Susan, too, wouldn’t he? Of course he would.

It was self-defense, dammit. Bobby had nothing to hide. Why the hell was he acting like he did?

If he’d been anybody but a cop…

Yeah, if only.

If he stepped forward, people were going to want to know why his first instinct had been to run. He could explain it as panic, he supposed. How was he to know that the stranger didn’t have an accomplice out there in the woods with him? Somebody named Samuel?

Well, tell me, Mr. Martin, if there were an accomplice, wouldn’t he have, well, helped a little? Maybe stepped in sometime between the start of the fight and your killing his friend?

These people wouldn’t understand that thoughts get all jammed up in your head when you’re fighting for your life. Not everything was going to make sense in the calm afterglow of hindsight. Things that seemed perfectly logical were going to sound ludicrous. Surely they would all understand that. They’d have to understand it, because it was the truth.

Innocent people don’t run, Mr. Martin.

And that’s the truth, too. Ask anyone, and they’ll tell you the same thing. The truth is a powerful weapon, they say. It will set you free.

So long as the evidence bears out your story.

And so long as your victim is not a cop.

Holy God Almighty, what was he going to do?

Bobby had been tracking neither the mileage nor the time, but his gut told him that he was still a good hour, hour and a half, away from home, and the gas gauge had dipped below the one-quarter mark. The lighted Amoco sign consequently caught his attention more readily than it might otherwise have. He slowed the Explorer smoothly, slapped the turn signal, and slid behind the row of pumps closest to the road.

Sensing the change in direction, Susan mumbled something he couldn’t understand and then set her head back down on the headrest. An instant later, her jaw dropped, and she was back asleep.

“Must be nice,” he grumbled as he carefully and quietly opened his door. The way he felt now, he doubted that he’d ever get a restful night of sleep again. He walked with one foot on the curb as he slid between the truck and the pump, reaching for his wallet as he went. He had his credit card in his hand, ready to insert it into the gas pump when the sensibly paranoid lobe of his brain reached out and gave him a good slap.

If ever in his life there’d been a bad time to use a credit card—with all of its traceability—this was it. It’d have to be cash. He checked his reserves, found two twenties, and went ahead and set the pump. He lifted the nozzle, flipped the lever, just as he was supposed to, and nothing happened.

It shouldn’t be this complicated, he thought, and then the speaker popped in the roof of the pump island, startling the bejesus out of him. “You’ve got to pay first,” said a groggy adolescent voice. Bobby peered through the windows of the Explorer to see a zit-faced kid behind the glass, waving at him.

Leaving the pump handle dangling out of the tank, Bobby stepped over the hose and made his way toward the squatty glass building that advertized itself as a Mini-Mart. An electronic bell pinged as he opened the door, and the kid behind the counter wrestled himself to his feet.

“How much do you want? Whoa, are you okay? What happened to your face?”

Clearly the visual effects of his fight were worse than the physical ones. “I was just born ugly, I guess.” No way was he going to explain anything to this kid. “Let’s shoot for twenty bucks’ worth. You’ll give me change, right, if it doesn’t take it all?”

“Course,” the kid said. “Wouldn’t stay in business very long if we stole people’s money.”

A Kit Kat bar on the first rack inside the door caught Bobby’s attention, and as he reached for one of the orange packets, a picture of a smiling baby on a box distracted him. They sold Pampers here, too. Well, he could sure use some of them. And some of those wipe things, too, to clean babies’ butts.

He brought his booty to the checkout counter and nearly fell over when the kid said, “With gas, that’ll be forty-four dollars and thirty-seven cents.”

“Holy cow,” Bobby gasped.

The kid smiled. “We ain’t the cheapest, but we’re the only place open for thirty miles.”

You had to give him credit for honesty. “Tell you what, then,” Bobby said. “Put me down for fifteen dollars in gas, and then the rest here.”

Susan still had not moved by the time he wandered back to the truck, though she stirred as he opened the back door.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“I just stopped to get some gas and essentials.”

Susan saw the diapers and smiled. “That was sweet.” She shifted around in the seat, drew one leg under her, and closed her eyes again.

The Explorer drank every bit of the fifteen dollars’ worth, with thirst to spare. Bobby returned the nozzle to its slot in the pump and was on his way back to the driver’s seat when he saw the pay phone at the far edge of the parking lot.

This was his chance, he told himself; his chance to do the right thing. But what would he say?

Hi, there, my name’s Robert Martin, and I just killed a police officer….

No, that wouldn’t do at all, would it? Truth be told, he didn’t have to say anything to anybody. He could just go on his merry way, and maybe nothing would ever come of any of this. Maybe no one would happen by the body in the woods for months—until long after the remains had been carted off by animals, or at least until the body had deteriorated far enough that it was no longer recognizable. How long would that take? he wondered. In this weather, as cold and dry as it had been, probably a long time.

He found himself approaching the phone booth even before he knew what he was doing. Just let it go, his brain screamed. Just drive on and take your chances.

But a man was dead, goddammit. When somebody did get around to finding the corpse—and one way or another, he knew they would—they’d call it a homicide, and the hunt for the killer would never end. Never. The statute of limitations on murder ran without end in every state in the Union. He knew that much from a lifetime of cop shows. Over time, he’d crumble under the weight of it all. He knew he would.

Bobby’s mind conjured up the image of a retirement party one day. He’d be surrounded by colleagues and family when the police came, knocking down the doors and hauling him off to prison. How would he feel then, starting a life prison term at a time when he’d probably be getting released if he’d only fessed up earlier?

And none of this even touched on the issue of the boy. What the hell were they going to do with him? Bobby supposed there were still orphanages somewhere, but they couldn’t just drop him off on the front step of some building.

He placed his hand on the phone and paused. This was it. The point of no return. What the hell was he going to say?

Nothing. You say nothing. You just go back to your car and let fate take care of this.

And when they finally caught up to him, how would he explain forgetting about the guy he killed five, ten, thirty years ago?

“Okay, Bobby, you can do this,” he said aloud. After another pause for a deep sigh, he settled himself down and made his phone call.
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APRIL SIMPSON OFFERED up a little prayer of thanks that she’d been able to drive all the way home without falling asleep. She feared sometimes that this pace might kill her. Eight hours at McDonald’s followed by another four cleaning offices downtown was only half of the available hours in a day, but as the baby in her belly continued to bloom, she needed more sleep than she could find.

Some nights, she lay awake in her bed crying, wondering how she was ever going to get by with two children to care for. She remembered those endless nights when infant Justin refused to sleep, crying and crying and crying until she finally had to leave the apartment for fear of doing something to hurt him. Now her son was nearly three, but still terribly two, and she was going to have to find a way to deal with another infant. She wasn’t sure she could do it.

Not that she had a lot of choice anymore. She’d decided to keep the belly squirmer, and that’s all there was to it. To hell with what William thought.

William was a pig. He’d been a pig for as long as she’d known him, and if it hadn’t been for the night of drunken passion that had created Justin, she’d never in a million years have married him. William wasn’t the father, but he was a man, and at the time, that’s what she thought she needed most.

April pulled into her space at The Pines and scanned every compass point for signs of trouble before turning off the ignition and climbing out of her tiny Geo. Her little Chevy served as her symbol of freedom—her statement to the world that she wasn’t completely useless. It also was the only asset that she owned outright and in her own name. One day, it might just be her ticket out of here.

Making sure she’d gathered all her stuff, she didn’t bother to lock the doors as she walked away. Better that a thief get into the car and find nothing to steal than break out the windows and leave her with a big mess in the morning. If they wanted to steal the car itself, more power to them. She could use the insurance check.

As she crossed the dark playground on her way to her building, she kept her hand in her coat pocket, wrapped around the tiny .25 that she’d bought six years ago but never fired. William liked to say that she could empty a whole clip into someone and only piss him off, but if that bought the time she needed to avoid a rapist or a weapon bigger than hers, then that was just fine. Killing wasn’t her bag. Surviving was.

She kept her eye on the cluster of kids over by the sliding board, watching without turning her head, as they did the same to her. What could they possibly be doing outside at four in the morning? Where were their parents? And why would they want to be outside on such a cold night? In the summer, it almost made sense, as a means to escape the stifling heat of the apartments, but not tonight. Here in Pittsburgh, spring felt too much like winter.

Twenty, thirty yards away, the kids posed no immediate danger, but as one of them took a step closer, her hand tightened on the pistol’s grip. When it turned out that he was merely moving around to sit on the end of the sliding board, she relaxed. She tried to tell herself that her paranoia was silly, but it was the kind of silliness that kept you alive in The Pines.

She’d once counted the steps, from her parking space to her front door, and the number 182 remained burned into her brain forever. One hundred eighty-two steps, exposed to the whims of whoever might decide to take advantage of her. Yet, no one ever had. She wondered sometimes why that was. Maybe it was because she stayed clean and sober and never hassled those who could not make the same claim. Maybe she was seen as a kind of Switzerland among the warring drug factions. She liked to think of it that way.

Soon, though, Justin would grow from a toddler to a little boy, and along about the time he started school, the druggies would come after him. Not to use—that came in junior high—but to carry money from one spot to another. The gangs liked to use little ones because police didn’t hassle them as badly. Even when they were caught, the kids were usually home with their parents by the next morning.

That’s if they were just carrying money. More and more, the dealers were using little ones to shuttle guns, and that scared the daylights out of her. Guns brought death, it was that simple. Just like in the pocket of her jacket right now. How close would she have let that kid on the sliding board approach before drawing down and threatening him? And once drawing, how much closer still before she pulled the trigger?

Sometimes, the world seemed bleak as hell.

Finally, she arrived at her apartment door, relieved to find it locked. Usually, that meant that William was reasonably sober, and there’d be no fight. There’d be sex instead. William liked getting laid in the mornings, after a good night’s sleep for him, and an endless workday for her. Her friends called his demands a power play—lofty psychological analyses from the Oprah school of medicine—and they were probably right, but what the hell? Five minutes of grunting and sweating beat the hell out of the whining and yelling that were the only alternative. Jesus, it wasn’t even a contest.

April had to turn all three dead bolts, and as the door swung open, she nearly screamed. William was waiting for her on the other side, sitting in the La-Z-Boy opposite the door. In the blue light of the television he looked like somebody’s ghost.

“My God, William,” she exclaimed. “You scared me to death.”

He didn’t seem startled at all. “Sorry,” he grunted. “I’ve been waiting up for you.”

“What’s wrong?” Call it woman’s intuition or a premonition or whatever, but she knew that something terrible had happened. She felt it in the pit of her stomach.

He didn’t say anything. He just pivoted his head, and then she saw the bruises. Mottled shades of black and red marred the whole left side of his face, swelling his eye shut, and drooping his lower lip.

“Jesus, William, what—” She took a half-step closer, then froze. “Justin,” she breathed.

Dropping her purse to the floor, scattering keys and change everywhere, she bolted down the short hallway toward the baby’s room. She slapped at the light switch, missing it twice before the single, dangling sixty-watt bulb jumped to life and bathed everything in a dim yellow light.

Justin didn’t sleep on a bed per se, but rather on a mattress on the floor, and that mattress looked for all the world to be empty. “Justin?” she said, first at a whisper, and then as her panic grew, she shouted it. “Justin! Where are you!” Frantic, she fell to her hands and knees and tore at the covers, trying to convince herself that her son was under that mess somewhere. He’d just rolled off, that was all. He just was lost somewhere among the covers.

But he wasn’t lost. He was gone.

“William!” she screamed. “William, where’s Justin?” She bolted back into the living room, panic boiling hot in her belly.

William hadn’t moved. He still stared at the blue light, studiously avoiding eye contact.

“Goddamn you, William, talk to me. Where is Justin?” She reached out to strike him, but quickly retracted her hand. She’d never seen him like this before. She worried what emotions might accompany the stare.

As his eyes finally came around—only one of them would open all the way—she noticed the tears, and her legs buckled. Sagging to the floor, she covered her mouth with her hands and gasped, “Oh, God, is he dead? Please tell me he’s not dead.”

William shook his head, just a barely perceptible movement, but she understood it for what it was. “He’s not dead. At least, I don’t think he is.”

“Tell me!”

William winced against her scream, looked as if he might cry. He waved his hands in an odd, circular motion, as if to draw the words out of his body, but nothing came.

April changed tacks. She put her hand on his forearm and gently squeezed it. “Tell me,” she said again, much softer this time. “Just tell me what happened. Don’t worry about the right words, just tell me what happened to Justin.”

He took a deep breath and finally made that subtle nodding movement again. “They took him.”

The words cut like razors. “Who took him? What are you talking about? Who would take Justin?”

“Two men. Cops. They beat me up really bad.”

“Why! Goddammit, William, stop with the mystery and tell me what happened.”

“I don’t know!” William blurted. “They pulled me over while I was driving Justin over to Wilson’s and—”

“You were taking a two-year-old to a bar?”

For just an instant, the grief disappeared from William’s face, replaced with a flash of anger, which just as quickly went away. “I don’t know why I was doing that. I know it’s wrong, but I was being a piece of shit, okay? I did it. Or I tried to do it.”

April realized that she really had no interest in Wilson’s or the fact that her boy would be taken there. “Okay,” she coaxed. “You were on your way to Wilson’s and what happened?”

“They pulled me over. These two cops in an unmarked car. I was over there off of Tyson Boulevard, you know, in that stretch where everything’s boarded up after five?”

It was a good half mile out of the way, but April didn’t bother to ask why he was over there. Tyson’s dead-ended about a block from Wilson’s, and by going that way, he avoided any breathalyzer traps that the cops might have laid. “I know where it is. What happened?”

“Well, they flashed their lights at me and pulled me over, and then when they came to the window, the big one just dragged me out of the car and started beating on me. I swear to God they broke my jaw.” His S’s slurred into a sloppy, juicy sound, making swear sound like shwear. “When I got up, they had Justin, and they were taking him back to their car. I tried to stop them, but they just kept going. Honest to God, April, I swear I don’t know why. They just came out of nowhere.”

April’s brain raced to piece together the puzzle. “The police don’t do this sort of thing, William.”

“Well, these did.”

“Then we need to call some more. Jesus, you haven’t done that yet?”

He shook his head. “No, I thought—”

“William! We’ve got to call the police.”

“No. I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

There was that look again. This time it wasn’t anger, but fear. As if he’d been caught at something. Suddenly, she knew he was sandbagging. He knew more than he was telling her.

“What?” she demanded. “What’s the rest of it?”

The hurt face returned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You’re lying,” she yelled. Suddenly, the .25 appeared in her hand, and his pretend fear became very, very real. “Tell me what happened to Justin!”

“Jesus, April, put that away!” He tried to cover himself up with his arms and hands. “Look at me. They beat the shit out of me.”

“Then it had to be for a reason. I want to know the reason.”

“I don’t know—”

She raised the gun even higher and moved in closer, to a range where even she couldn’t miss.

“Okay, okay,” he said, cowering in the La-Z-Boy. “I think they were working for Logan. Logan’s guys took Justin.”

Suddenly, the room seemed short of oxygen. April had to breathe hard to keep from passing out. “Why? Why of all the children in the world would Patrick Logan want my little boy?”

“I—I d-don’t know.”

“Don’t lie to me!” Honest to God, she was ready to shoot him. Her finger tightened on the trigger.

“Jesus, April! God, okay, okay, I’ll tell you, you crazy bitch. God. I owe him some money.”

It just got worse and worse. “You owe Patrick Logan money? You borrowed money from that drug-peddling son of a bitch? Are you crazy?”

“I didn’t borrow money from nobody,” William said, somehow inflating a little as he spoke the words, as if there were more respectable business dealings with a man who killed people for sport. “I rolled a guy last week who turned out to be one of Logan’s mules. He wants the money back, and he took Justin as insurance that I’ll get it for him.”

“How much?”

“About a thousand dollars.”

April brought her hands to her head and squeezed, gun and all. “A thousand dollars! A thousand dollars? What, did you think that someone walking down the street just happened to have a thousand dollars in his pocket? You had to know it was Logan’s money. Or Ortega’s or somebody who runs drugs.”

William shrugged again. One more time, and April swore that she’d shoot the son of a bitch just for the thrill. “I guess I wasn’t thinking.”

“You weren’t thinking. That’s what you have to say? You weren’t thinking?” Jesus, a thousand dollars was more money than April had ever seen in one place in her entire life. A thousand bucks could buy a life, for God’s sake. “Give it back. Give it back, and we’ll get Justin back. Is that what he said? He’ll give him back if we pay up?”

“It’s not that simple. I don’t have it anymore.”

“How can you not have it? You spent a thousand dollars in a week?”

Another goddamn shrug. “Well, there’s interest, too.”

This was too much. April couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I don’t give a shit about interest! How can you spend that much money in a single week?”

“It just went. I don’t know, I bought a couple of rounds at Wilson’s, and I guess my luck wasn’t so good at cards there one night.”

“Jesus Christ,” she growled. “My God, William, you lost my son over booze and cards? Are you out of your mind?”

Something in her tone transformed William’s demeanor. Like flipping a switch, he became angry. “Hey, it’s not like I’m proud of it, okay? It’s not like I offered him up for sale. They took him, April. And they kicked the shit out of me in the process. Thanks for noticing, by the way.”

What? What? Surely he didn’t think she gave a shit about his bruises. If they’d have killed him on the spot, that would have been just fine with her. Saved her the trouble of doing it herself. This was not happening. Not as hard as she worked to keep things together. Who did Logan and those assholes think they were, stealing her child? What would possess them to think that they could get away with such a thing?

Without a word, April turned on her heel and headed for the kitchen.

“Where are you going?” William said quickly, pulling himself out of his chair and hurrying after her.

“I’m calling the police.”

“No, you can’t.”

“The hell I can’t. I don’t give a shit if you go to jail.”

William grabbed her roughly by the arm and spun her around to face him. “That’s not it. They told me that if I called the cops, they’d kill Justin. Said they’d never even tell us where they hid the body.”

Again, April’s knees sagged and she leaned against the wall for support. Until that instant, the reality of it all had not hit her. Her son—her beautiful two-year-old little boy—had been kidnapped! By people who wouldn’t hesitate to kill him or anyone else to get their way. Logan was an animal. Everyone knew that. And now that animal had her child. “So, what are we supposed to do?”

“He gave me a week to come up with the money. His men promised me that they’d keep him alive that long. But not a day longer. But they said that if Logan so much as heard a rumor about cops, he’d kill Justin.”

“So I’m supposed to trust Logan? Is that what you’re telling me? I should just let some goon hold on to my child for a week because this murderer told me to?”

“We don’t have a choice!”

“The hell we don’t!” April yelled. “I’ll call the whole goddamned army down on him and they’ll throw him away forever!”

“And Justin will die!” Those words brought total silence to the room. “He’ll fucking die, April. Is that what you want?”

April shook her head. She didn’t want it to be true. “Then Logan will fry in the electric chair.”

“No, April, he’ll walk away a free man. Don’t you get it? There were no witnesses out there. Nobody saw anything. Who’s going to believe my story when the only witnesses work for Logan? We don’t have a choice here.”

The wave of hopelessness started in a place deep down inside April’s body, and it spread with amazing speed, until her hands quaked uselessly and the gun clattered to the parquet floor tiles. Images of her adorable little boy bound and gagged and shoved into a closet somewhere flooded her mind and took her breath away. “Then what are we going to do?”

“We’ll have to get the money back. I’ll have to get it from somewhere and pay him back. I have a week.”

“We don’t have a week! We don’t have an hour! I will not allow my little boy to be handled by that man and his people for a single second.”

William scoffed, “Well, we’re gonna have to be a little patient, anyway. It’s not like I can go outside and shit a pile of hundred-dollar bills.”

The smugness of his tone, the lightness with which he spoke the words, made something snap inside April, and she smacked him across his face, hard enough to make his head snap to the side. “How dare you—”

Then, just as quickly, he fired back, a stunning blow to her cheek. Stars flashed behind her eyes and she fell sideways onto the floor.

“Don’t you ever lay a hand on me, bitch,” he snarled. “Don’t you ever talk to me that way again. I’ll get the fucking money, all right? And I’ll get your fucking kid back, but don’t you ever, ever, hit me again.” He disappeared into the bedroom.

April couldn’t bear it anymore. Lying there on the floor, she buried her face in the crook of her elbow, and as a door slam shook the apartment, she started to cry.
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