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			Chapter One

			A tall, lean man known only as Corliss – to those who knew of him at all – walked down the middle of County Road 25A, roughly three miles outside the Ohio town of Bishop Hill. Dawn was only beginning to touch the eastern horizon, and the morning air was chilly, more like November than mid-September. Corliss liked the bite in the air, found it rather bracing.

			An invigorating start to the morning, he thought.

			Cornfields flanked the road on either side, the stalks swaying gently in the morning breeze, leaves rustling against each other, making it sound as if the plants were communicating in hushed whispers. Corliss sniffed the air. The corn was almost ready to harvest. Another few weeks. He walked up to the wood-and-wire fence on his right, reached out, and wrapped his fingers around a stalk he selected at random. He concentrated for a moment, then removed his hand, returned to the road, and continued walking. Now, whoever ate the corn from that particular plant would respond in one of two ways, depending on their temperament. They’d either fall into a deep, dark depression and kill themselves, or they would become consumed with homicidal fury and kill whoever was in their immediate vicinity at the time.

			Corliss smiled. It was the little things that made his work worthwhile.

			He wore a black suit and tie, which at first glance appeared perfectly normal. But the longer someone looked at his clothes, the more it seemed like the suit was an open void, a portal to some vast dark place. The observer would be tempted, almost uncontrollably so, to step forward and try to touch the suit, to prove it was nothing more than a garment made of sewn-together fabric. And if that person succumbed to this temptation, he or she would regret it, bitterly, for the few seconds of life remaining to them.

			Corliss was clean-shaven, eyebrows thin, straight blond hair falling halfway down his back. His hair – almost the precise shade of corn silk, coincidentally – made a startling contrast with his dark clothing. More startling was the way his hair was always in motion, if only slightly, even when the air was still.

			A third of the sun was visible by the time Corliss reached his destination. There was nothing immediately apparent about this place that marked it as special. More corn on either side of the road, uncut grass in the ditches, asphalt old, cracked, and in need of repair. Nevertheless, this was the right place. What it wasn’t, however, was the right time. But that was easily rectified.

			He made a languid gesture with his right hand, as if he were half-heartedly shooing away a bothersome insect. Daylight vanished, darkness rushed in, and with it came rain. Not a light shower, but a motherfucking deluge. Water poured from the sky in torrents, wind blasted with gale force, thunder boomed like artillery fire, and lightning crackled as it split the dark, illuminating the area for miles in all directions with stark white strobing flashes. It was only 6:09 p.m., but thanks to the storm, it might as well have been midnight. Corliss’s head and hands became immediately drenched, but the rain that touched his suit simply kept on going, disappearing into the black expanse within. The wind grabbed hold of his wet hair, flung it this way and that, and the strands cried out in a chorus of fear and excitement. Corliss grinned, spread his arms wide, and raised his face toward the sky. This was his kind of weather. He stood like that for several moments, enjoying the sensation of the storm raging around him, but he soon became aware of headlights approaching from the east. He sighed. Time to go to work.

			He lowered his head and arms and stepped to the side of the road. He didn’t do so to avoid being struck by the oncoming vehicle. If the driver managed to hit him – a big if – his void would protect him. This spot simply offered the best vantage point to observe what was about to happen. He looked to the west, and for a moment he saw only darkness disrupted by lightning flashes. But he soon saw another pair of headlights heading this way. Both vehicles were too far away for him to make out any details visually, but he prided himself on the thoroughness of his research, and he already knew everything he needed to.

			The vehicle approaching from the west was a black Dodge pickup, eight years old but still in excellent condition. The driver, thirty-two-year-old Jeffrey Sowell, made sure to keep it that way. Not that his devotion to vehicle maintenance would do him any good this night. The vehicle approaching from the east was a silver Nissan Altima. It had a few years on it as well, but it was also in good condition. The Altima was sixteen-year-old Courtney Marsh’s first car, and she was anal about making sure her vehicle was serviced regularly. She intended the Altima to get her through her last two years of high school and – hopefully – through college as well. Unfortunately for Courtney, her car wasn’t even going to get her home tonight.

			Both drivers were going faster than they should have, given the conditions. Jeffrey and his boyfriend, Marc, had been having dinner out this evening, when they’d had a fight. Upset, Jeffrey had left the restaurant in tears. He’d gotten in his truck and took off, with no particular destination in mind. He’d just wanted to get away and think, so he’d headed out of town on County Road 25A. As he was driving, he’d called his sister to vent some steam, but she’d proven less than sympathetic. How many times have I told you that Marc isn’t the right guy for you? Maybe now you’ll listen to me and break up with that asshole. Before long they’d started arguing too, and Jeffrey ended the call, frustrated and angry. 

			Courtney was equally upset, but for a very different reason. She played oboe in the school orchestra and had driven to Ash Creek to have an afterschool lesson with her teacher, Mrs. Olivetti. Courtney had only had her license for a short time, and she’d never driven in inclement weather before. But while the weather app on her phone had predicted rain, the sky had been clear, and since she was a type-A student who intended to graduate valedictorian – although she’d settle for salutatorian if she had to – she hated missing any kind of lesson, and her anal-retentive tendencies warred with her sense of caution. It was no real contest, however, and she’d set out for Ash Creek. It had been a good lesson, but she regretted her choice now. The rain hadn’t been coming down too hard when she’d left Mrs. Olivetti’s house, but the storm had grown stronger and more violent with each mile she drove, until now it seemed as if it might destroy the world. No wonder ancient people had worshipped storm gods. All this wild power…. She’d pray to any god who could get her through this storm safely, if only she knew the right deity to call on.

			She could’ve stayed with Mrs. Olivetti until the worst of the storm passed. She could’ve – should’ve – pulled over to the side of the road and waited it out. But she was also on the girls’ tennis team, and they had practice tonight. Intellectually, she knew she could miss one practice. Hell, their coach might even cancel it if the storm didn’t let up soon. But until she got a text informing her practice was off, she had to assume it was still on. And just as she hadn’t been able to make herself skip her oboe lesson, she was determined not to miss tennis practice – even if it meant having to drive through this hellstorm. The thought of missing practice, combined with the storm’s unrelenting assault on her vehicle, filled her with anxiety, so much so that she was unaware of how fast she was driving. Her subconscious mind goaded her to go fast, faster, so she could get out of the storm and find shelter all the sooner. In response, her right foot slowly increased pressure on the gas pedal, and her Altima picked up speed without her realizing it. Tears filled her eyes – tears of fear and frustration – making it more difficult for her to see the road ahead of her than it already was.

			Both drivers experienced the same awful conditions. Rain coming down so heavy and fast that their wipers, even on the highest setting, couldn’t keep their windshields clear. Gusting winds buffeted their vehicles, punching them this way and that, making it a constant battle to keep them under control. There was so much water on the road that their tires hydroplaned. Courtney didn’t have enough experience driving to recognize what her tires were doing, and she didn’t ease back on her speed. Jeffrey had experienced hydroplaning before, although nothing nearly as bad as this. But he didn’t slow down because he was too pissed off.

			As the vehicles raced toward each other, Courtney’s Altima drifted over the centerline, putting her on a direct collision course with Jeffrey’s pickup. Jeffrey didn’t react at first. Given the poor visibility, it seemed to him as if the Altima had appeared out of nowhere. It took him a couple seconds before he jammed his foot onto the brake and yanked his steering wheel to the right. Courtney didn’t have the presence of mind right then to perform any evasive maneuvers. Her eyes widened in shocked disbelief when she saw Jeffrey’s pickup, and all she had time to do was let out a shrill scream of panic before she saw the other vehicle swerve toward the cornfield on her left. It ran off the road, hit the ditch, and was launched into the air. She slammed on her own brakes then, fishtailing to a stop. She didn’t see the pickup flip over as it started to descend.

			When the pickup began to invert itself, Corliss gestured and the world froze. Millions of swollen icy raindrops became suspended in the air, the wind stilled, and the thunder grew silent. He’d managed to halt time in the midst of an especially bright lightning flash, providing him plenty of illumination. He’d been standing on the opposite side of the road from where Jeffrey’s vehicle was headed, and now he walked toward the other cornfield. The raindrops his face and hands encountered adhered to his skin, caught in his own personal time field. The drops that his suit touched disappeared into its endless black depths.

			He took a jump-step over the ditch and continued into the cornfield until he was close enough to the pickup to touch it. The vehicle was frozen in midair, making it look as if it were levitating. It amused him to imagine that the pickup was a huge balloon, and if he gave it the smallest push with his hand it would float away. The vehicle’s driver’s side was tilted toward the ground, and Corliss had an excellent view of Jeffrey’s face. The man’s expression was intriguing. Shock mostly, mixed with fear and disbelief. But what really intrigued Corliss was the hint of acceptance in Jeffrey’s widened eyes. Corliss had seen this before – many times, in fact – in the gazes of people who knew they were about to die. He didn’t know if this recognition had a psychic basis, a kind of death-sense that humans possessed, or if the realization was entirely rational. Given the situation Jeffrey found himself in, why wouldn’t he anticipate dying? At this point, it would certainly appear to be the most logical outcome. It was a puzzle that fascinated Corliss, and he took every opportunity to look into the eyes of humans who were only seconds from their death in the hope he would eventually find an answer. But like all the others before him, Jeffrey’s eyes provided none. Corliss hadn’t really expected they would, but he was disappointed nevertheless.

			He stepped back several feet, gestured again, and time resumed its normal course.

			The pickup continued sailing through the air, flipping over as it went. It came down top first, striking the ground at such an angle that the driver’s side took the worst of the impact. The cab crumpled at that spot, the metal smashing upward onto Jeffrey’s head the same instant gravity yanked him downward. The top of his skull caved in, which would’ve been enough to kill him by itself, but his neck snapped as well. The pickup bounced, rolled, then slid to a stop, leaving behind it a swath of flattened cornstalks. The vehicle – glass broken, metal twisted – came to a rest on its passenger side in a soup of mud and smashed plant matter. Corliss waited to see if the pickup would fall to one side or the other, onto its wheels or its roof, but it remained sitting on its side. He walked over to the vehicle, crouched, and peered through the broken windshield. He gazed upon Jeffrey, still held in place by his safety belt. The top of his head was a crushed red ruin, and blood trickled from his ears and nostrils. The man had died almost instantly upon impact, which Corliss supposed Jeffrey would’ve considered a mercy. Corliss, however, viewed it as a missed opportunity. Humans only died once, and it was a shame that Jeffrey had missed out on fully experiencing his demise.

			Corliss didn’t worry about Courtney. She was uninjured – physically, at least – and would remain in her car, hands wrapped around the steering wheel in a death grip, until a power company crew drove by in search of a downed line in the area. It was they who would call 911, bringing state troopers, firefighters, and EMTs to the scene. Corliss had some time before any of that happened, though. More than enough to finish what he’d come here to do.

			Corliss crouched in front of the pickup’s broken windshield. He touched an index finger to the glass, and it became mist that was instantly blown away by the howling wind. Jeffrey hung upside down, still buckled to his seat in an awkward, almost comical position. Corliss touched the belt, and like the glass, it transformed into vaporous wisps. Without the belt to hold him in place, Jeffrey – or rather, his corpse – fell to the passenger-side door with a dull thud. Corliss gazed upon Jeffrey’s corpse. It had come to rest on its shoulders, spine curved, knees down by the face, head twisted at an unnatural angle. Death fascinated Corliss. One moment a collection of meat, blood, and bone was moving, and the next it was motionless. The event always struck him as so… anticlimactic.

			He leaned his face close to Jeffrey’s and breathed upon the man’s open, staring eyes. An instant later the pupils widened and Jeffrey began to stir. Corliss straightened and stepped back to observe. He made no move to help the man extricate himself from the wreck. He’d returned life to Jeffrey – of a sort. The man could manage the rest himself.

			Jeffrey’s limbs twitched slightly, as if his muscles were trying to remember how to move, then he half shoved, half rolled through the opening where the windshield had been. He lay in a crumpled heap for several moments, then slowly, torturously began to stand, rising like a marionette controlled by shaky, uncertain hands. His head rested on his right shoulder, but aside from that – and the bloody dent on the top of his skull – he didn’t look too bad, all things considered. The lashing rain washed the worst of the blood from his head wound, and while he staggered under the assault of the violent wind, he didn’t go down.

			Corliss nodded. Good.

			Out of the corner of his eye, he detected a new pair of headlights approaching. It was the power crew, searching for the downed line but about to discover something much worse.

			Time to be going, he thought.

			“Follow,” Corliss said. His voice was drowned out by the wind and rain, but that didn’t matter. He didn’t have to speak aloud for Jeffrey to hear him. He started walking toward the road, and after a moment’s hesitation, Jeffrey followed. The dead man struggled against the storm, but the moment Corliss set foot on the road, daylight returned, and with it a clear blue morning sky. Corliss turned around and waited for Jeffrey to catch up. There was no sign of the man’s pickup, or of Courtney and her Altima. They’d been left behind in the past.

			Jeffrey might no longer have the storm to contend with, but in the present, the cornfield wasn’t damaged, and he had to shoulder his way between stalks on his way to the road. His movements were slow and halting, which was only to be expected given the state his body was in. Once out of the cornfield, he had trouble negotiating the ditch, and he lost his footing and fell to his knees. Corliss made no move to help him. In a sense, Jeffrey was a newborn, and he needed to learn to walk on his own. When Jeffrey reached Corliss, he stopped, and Corliss examined him. Jeffrey was still wet from the storm, which had blown itself out 365 days ago, but he would dry eventually. His color was good – a little gray-tinged, but overall very lifelike – but something had to be done about that bashed-in head and broken neck. Corliss took hold of Jeffrey’s lolling head and gently straightened it. There was an audible click as bone set and fused, and when Corliss removed his hands, Jeffrey’s head remained upright. It still tilted a bit to the left, but Corliss thought the angle gave Jeffrey a rakish, almost mischievous look that he rather liked, so he decided to leave it that way. He then ran his right hand over the top of Jeffrey’s head, as if he intended to straighten the man’s hair. When he was finished, Jeffrey’s skull had returned to its normal shape. Corliss’s hand was smeared with blood – evidently the rain hadn’t washed all of it away – and he lifted it to his face. He opened his mouth and a long black snakelike tongue emerged. It quickly licked the hand clean and then slithered back into Corliss’s mouth.

			The sun was almost all the way above the horizon now.

			“What’s your name?” Corliss asked.

			Jeffrey frowned, as if he were having trouble remembering, but then he said, “Jeffrey Sowell.”

			“Good. And where do you live?”

			Another frown, and then, “An apartment.”

			Corliss pursed his lips in irritation. “What town?”

			“Bishop Hill.”

			Hardly any hesitation this time. Excellent.

			“What happened to me?” Jeffrey asked. “The last thing I remember….” He trailed off, unable to complete the thought.

			Corliss wasn’t surprised. No one returned from death with all their memories intact, and Jeffrey had suffered severe brain damage. Yes, Corliss had repaired Jeffrey’s injuries, but he wasn’t a neurosurgeon. He might’ve put the pieces of the man’s head back together, but not necessarily in the proper order. No matter. Jeffrey would serve his purpose as he was.

			“All you need to know is Bishop Hill is that way.” Corliss pointed west. “If you start walking now, you can be there in a couple hours.”

			Jeffrey looked at him for a long moment, and Corliss thought the man was going to say something, perhaps question who Corliss was and why he wanted Jeffrey to walk to town. But instead Jeffrey turned away and began plodding westward, one slow, awkward step after another.

			Corliss watched him go. The man walked on the centerline, as if needing it to guide him.

			“Keep to the side of the road,” Corliss called after him. “I didn’t return you to life so you would end up as roadkill.”

			Jeffrey continued walking in the middle of the road. Corliss thought the man hadn’t heard him, or perhaps hadn’t understood. Either way, Corliss was about to run after the man, grab his arm, and pull him to the side of the road, but then Jeffrey moved there himself, saving Corliss the trouble. He watched Jeffrey a bit longer to make sure the man didn’t wander back to the middle of the road, but he kept to the side, and Corliss allowed himself a smile. All in all, things had gotten off to a good start.

			He began walking, trailing after Jeffrey, partially to keep an eye on him, but mostly because it was a pleasant morning for a stroll. He started whistling an atonal tune, and soon his hair was rippling in time with the music.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Sierra Sowell sat up in bed, surrounded by darkness, disoriented, heart racing, breath coming in short gasps. She didn’t know where she was, or even who she was. But the longer she sat there, twisting and untwisting the blanket clutched in her hands, the more her memories trickled back. And then, all at once, she remembered the dream, every fucking detail. She began trembling, and nausea slammed into her gut with sledgehammer force. She feared she was going to throw up, but instead of jumping out of bed and running toward the bathroom, she forced herself to remain sitting. She’d had dreams about her brother’s death before – although admittedly, none so weird – and she should be able to handle the emotional aftermath by now. She closed her eyes, although as dark as the room was, she needn’t have bothered, and concentrated on an image of a calm, still pond. She’d read on the internet grief support forums where she lurked and rarely posted that this sort of visualization technique was an effective tool to alleviate anxiety and panic. She’d never used it before, but now seemed like a damn good time to give it a try.

			Her attempt lasted almost two whole minutes before she gave up, dashed to the bathroom, and puked into the toilet. She felt as if she was going to keep vomiting until she turned herself inside out, but eventually her stomach was empty. Throat fire-raw and abdominal muscles aching, she flushed the toilet, then grabbed the edge of the sink to steady herself as she got to her feet. She rinsed her mouth with tap water, then rinsed again with mouthwash. Afterward, she felt better, but weak, and she staggered back to bed and flopped onto the mattress. Vomiting really took it out of her, had done since she was a child. Her phone was on her nightstand, and she picked it up to check the time. 7:23 a.m. She always slept in a T-shirt and underwear, and she’d managed to avoid getting any puke on either of them. A minor victory, but she’d take whatever she could get this morning.

			She rose from the bed, already feeling a little stronger, and walked over to the curtains and opened them. Sunlight flooded into her small bedroom, and she turned her face away from the window with a muttered “Fuck!” She’d had so much trouble sleeping after Jeffrey’s death that she’d bought heavy-duty blackout curtains to keep even the tiniest sliver of light from entering her room and keeping her up. They worked, but she didn’t think she’d ever get used to the sudden transition from deep darkness to bright eye-stinging daylight. It was like what that strange black-suited man had done in her dream, moving from early morning sunrise to a storm-battered night with a mere wave of his hand.

			She didn’t need to be at work until nine, and while she normally would’ve crawled under the covers to snooze another thirty minutes, she knew she wasn’t going to be able to get back to sleep. Might as well get her day going.

			She walked out of the bedroom, down the short hall, and into her small kitchen. The light was as bright as in her bedroom – no blackout curtains here – but her eyes had more or less adjusted to it by now. She turned on the coffee maker, inserted a single-serve coffee pod into it, placed a Van Gogh’s Starry Night mug beneath the dispenser, and hit the brew button. The machine whirred and hissed to life, and she stared at the thin stream of hot black liquid that began to flow into her mug.

			She wasn’t surprised that she’d dreamed about Jeffrey’s accident. Today was the one-year anniversary of his being run off the road by that stupid bitch Courtney Marsh – who’d not only escaped injury in the accident but hadn’t gotten so much as a goddamned ticket. So what if the weather conditions had been terrible that night? Drivers were responsible for the safety of their passengers as well as other drivers on the road. End of story. Courtney had started her senior year of high school a couple weeks ago and would probably be going off to college next fall. She could build a life because she still had life. Sierra’s brother wasn’t so lucky.

			But as many times as she’d dreamed about the accident, she’d never done so like last night. Usually, she watched the event unfold as if she were a spectator standing at the side of the road. She wanted to yell for Jeffrey to slow down, wanted to run into the street and wave her arms to force him to do so. But she couldn’t move or speak. Last night, however, she’d been both Jeffrey and Courtney at different points in the dream. She’d also been the man in the black suit sometimes. She couldn’t recall his name. She thought it started with a C or maybe a D. He was the weirdest thing about the dream. His strange suit and hair. The way he could manipulate time. And worst of all, how he’d brought Jeffrey back. Not to life, exactly. More like a mocking impersonation of it. Seeing Jeffrey move and speak, even if he was still mostly dead, had been such an emotional experience for her, it was no wonder she’d puked soon after waking. And the way the dream had ended, with Jeffrey and the man in the black suit walking toward town. If the dream had been real, they would be heading to Bishop Hill this very moment. What would happen if she called off work today, got in her car, and drove down County Road 25A right now? Would she find her undead brother shambling toward town followed by the man in the black suit?

			No, if she went, she’d find nothing, of course. Dreams didn’t come true, and neither did nightmares. She’d give anything to see her brother again one last time, tell him all the things she hadn’t said to him while he lived. Most of all, she wanted to tell him she was sorry.

			When the coffee was finished, she put cream and sugar into it, and then leaned against the counter while she sipped it. Mom and Dad had asked her to go over to their place for dinner tonight. When her mom had invited her, she’d said nothing about it being the anniversary of Jeffrey’s accident. His deathday, as Sierra thought of it. She didn’t want to go to her parents’, didn’t know if she could take being around them and the grief that followed them wherever they went, like an obnoxious animal that you couldn’t get rid of, no matter how hard you tried. She was having a hard enough time dealing with her own grief, and she feared she didn’t have the emotional resources to help her mom and dad deal with theirs. She’d told her mom she’d come, though. What else could she do? She was her parents’ only living child now, and it was up to her to help them when they needed it. And tonight they were going to need her, very much so. She would just have to suck it up and try to be the best daughter she could tonight. Afterward, she could return home and collapse into a sobbing mess if she wanted.

			He thoughts turned again to the man in the black suit. She wondered if he was supposed to represent someone in the real world, maybe the director of the funeral home where they’d held Jeffrey’s viewing and funeral. The man in the black suit didn’t much look like the funeral director, though. The funeral director was shorter and heavier. Older too, with snow-white hair and a goatee.

			She finished the last of her coffee, rinsed the mug in the sink, then placed it on the top rack in the dishwasher. Maybe the man in the black suit hadn’t meant anything, was only a random – if bizarre – addition to her usual nightmare. Dreams didn’t have to make sense, and most of the time they didn’t. You could drive yourself crazy looking for meaning in things that were by their very nature meaningless. She decided to take a long warm shower and do her best to forget about her dream and the strange man in black.

			She remembered his name then – Corliss – and despite having told herself the dream meant nothing, she spoke the name aloud, and the sound of it in her otherwise quiet kitchen made her shiver.

			* * * 

			After showering, Sierra let her curly brown hair air-dry while she put on minimal makeup and dressed. She was an artist – she worked with watercolors, primarily – and she was a teacher at ArtWorks Education, a funky combination of art school and gallery downtown. She also taught art classes at Riverbank Community College. She worked part-time at both places, but together the gigs allowed her to make a living, meager as it might be. As an artist, she liked to dress creatively for work. She wore colorful blouses that had interesting images or patterns on them, along with black leggings and black flats. She was feeling down today – big shock – so she deliberately chose something upbeat: a yellow blouse with a daisy pattern. When she checked herself in the bedroom’s floor-length mirror, she liked what she saw. Her eyes were a bit bloodshot from throwing up so violently, but hopefully they’d return to normal as the day wore on.

			On her way out, she grabbed the canvas bag with Egyptian hieroglyphics on it that served her as both purse and teacher’s carryall, slung the strap over her shoulder, opened the door, and stepped out into the hall. She closed the door as quietly as she could, and she was locking it – holding her keys so they wouldn’t jingle – when she heard the door across the hall from her apartment open.

			Goddamn it, she thought. But when she turned around, she managed to put a reasonable facsimile of a smile on her face.

			“Hi, Grace. How are you this morning?”

			Grace looked at her with bleary eyes that struggled to focus. If Grace had been anyone else, Sierra would’ve thought she hadn’t woken up all the way yet. But the stink of cheap alcohol wafting off the woman told a different story.

			“I can’t find my purse,” Grace said, her voice rough as old leather.

			Grace Coates was somewhere in her sixties, hair dyed an unconvincing blond, face lined from years of sun exposure. She was a tall woman – taller than Sierra by at least a foot – and so thin she looked like a skeleton whose bones had been painted flesh color. She wore her makeup heavy and inexpertly applied, and Sierra had never seen her without it. She might’ve thought it tattooed on if she hadn’t seen the woman’s eye shadow and lipstick smeared so often. Grace wore a fuzzy pink robe marred with stains, and the belt around her waist was loose, leaving the robe open to the point where most of her right breast was exposed.

			Before Sierra could say anything, Grace scowled, stepped forward, and leaned her face in close to Sierra’s.

			“You took it, didn’t you?”

			Grace’s breath smelled like vinegar and vomit. Sierra hadn’t had anything to eat or drink that morning except for her coffee, but her stomach was still tender after throwing up earlier, and she had to fight to keep from puking again.

			“I didn’t take your purse. I couldn’t have. I don’t have a key to your apartment.”

			She did her best to keep the irritation she felt from her voice. She tried to be as silent as possible whenever she came and went from her apartment, and this was why.

			Grace had already been living there when Sierra moved in a few years ago. She’d found Grace to be a pleasant neighbor, and after a while they began spending time together, chatting over coffee in each other’s apartments, sometimes having dinner or watching a movie. Grace worked as a loan officer in a bank, and she had been married to an orthodontist – who, unfortunately for her, had made her sign a pre-nup. She had two children, both of whom were older than Sierra. Grace had so much more life experience than Sierra, and she came to view the woman as something of a mentor as well as a friend.

			And then Grace started asking her for money. Not a lot at first. A five here, a ten there. Just to help tide her over until she got paid. She’d hired a lawyer to help her get a better settlement from her ex, she said, and he’d proven more costly than she’d expected. The story sounded a bit off to Sierra. If Grace had the money to hire an expensive lawyer, why did she need more from her ex-husband? But she decided to put her doubts aside and trust her friend. Then Grace began drinking. Sierra was used to seeing the woman have a glass of wine once in a while, and she’d usually have one with her. But now it seemed Grace always had a drink in hand, and not wine but liquor, straight up. She favored bourbon but sometimes she’d drink vodka instead.

			Grace began telling Sierra all her woes, and she had a lot of them. Her husband had cheated on her with the officer manager where he worked. She’d forgiven him and wanted to work things out, but he’d refused and left her. Her children took their father’s side in the divorce – Because he told them lies about me, she’d said – and now her son and daughter didn’t want to have anything to do with her. Sometimes they’d call her on holidays or on her birthday, if she was lucky. She had trouble finding men to date, and when she did finally start going out with someone, it ended quickly – never her fault, of course. Her boss at work was always on her about her job performance, and Grace feared she would be fired any day. She was having trouble making payments on her pre-owned Lexus, and she was afraid the bank – the same one she worked for, awkwardly enough – was going to repossess it. If she lost her job, she wouldn’t be able to make her rent, and then she’d be homeless because neither of her children would take her in and she had no friends she could live with. No friends except Sierra, and could she be a dear and loan her some more money, just until her situation became more settled, and then she’d pay it right back, she promised.

			Sierra wasn’t an idiot. She knew she was being taken advantage of, but she wanted to be a good friend to Grace, wanted to find a way to help her with her problems. She spent hours talking to the woman – in person, on the phone, via text – but in the end she always gave Grace money, if she had it to spare. One of the reasons Sierra was reluctant to confront Grace directly about her drinking and spending was that the woman had been there for her when Jeffrey died. She’d remained by her side throughout those first awful days, supporting her through it all. Sierra didn’t know how she would’ve made it if Grace hadn’t been there to help her. And a few months later, she’d been there to help her through her breakup with her longtime boyfriend, Stuart. She knew she was enabling Grace, but how could she turn her back on this woman after she’d stood by her during the worst times of her life?

			Then a couple weeks ago, Grace’s daughter, Chloe, had called Sierra. Chloe introduced herself and said she’d gotten Sierra’s number from her mother. Given the portrait Grace had painted of her children, Sierra expected Chloe to be a heartless bitch. But she found that not to be the case at all. First off, Chloe said Grace had told her about Sierra a while ago, during one of their weekly phone calls. Chloe wanted her to know how much she and her brother, Trent, appreciated her being such a good friend to their mother.

			“You’re aware she’s an alcoholic, right?”

			Sierra had been a bit surprised by the woman’s directness, but she said yes.

			“This might sound weird, but could you tell me what she’s said about my brother and me, and about our father?”

			It was weird, but Sierra went along with it, partly because Chloe was so different than she’d expected, but mostly because of her own doubts about Grace’s honesty. When she was finished, Chloe sighed.

			“I was afraid of that. She was the one who was unfaithful, and she left Dad for her lover, who eventually dumped her. It’s true that Trent doesn’t call her as often as I do, but it’s more often than she says. He couldn’t take her asking for money anymore. He found it so hard to tell her no every time, even if that’s what our therapist said to do.”

			Chloe went on to tell Sierra about her and her brother’s attempts over the years to try and get Grace into counseling, but their efforts failed. Grace would pretend to go along with whatever they wanted, even go to a few appointments with a therapist before quitting, but while she could manage to hide her drinking when she worked at it, she never stopped.

			“Trent and I went to a therapist of our own to get some ideas how to help Mom, but she told us that the best way to help was to stop helping her. More specifically, we had to stop giving her money. So long as we were helping her to maintain her life as it was, she had no motivation to change. So as hard as it was, we cut her off. No more money, no matter what she said she needed it for, no matter how much she begged.”

			Chloe had gone on to say that while Sierra could, of course, do whatever she wanted, she hoped for her mother’s sake as well as Sierra’s that she’d stop giving Grace money.

			So even though it was hard, the next time Grace asked Sierra for money – so she could get some maintenance work done on her car, she claimed – Sierra said she was sorry, but she couldn’t help her out financially. Not anymore.

			Grace said she understood, but she asked for money again a few days later, and when Sierra turned her down once more, she asked again the following week. That time when Sierra declined to give her money, Grace got nasty. She said Sierra was an ungrateful little hippie bitch, no better than her two worthless children.

			Since then, Grace took every opportunity to try and pick a fight with Sierra, and each time she had a different pretext. She complained that Sierra played her TV too loud at night, that her cooking stunk up the hallway, that she parked too close to her Lexus…. But lately her complaints had become strange. Earlier in the week, she’d confronted Sierra in the hall and told her not to leave her microwave running all day while she was gone because its radiation gave her a headache. Later that same day, she’d said that every time Grace flushed her toilet, the water in her apartment stopped working for an hour. And now Grace was claiming that she’d sneaked into her apartment and stolen her purse. Sierra had started to fear that Grace’s alcoholism had affected her mind, and now she was certain of it.

			“You didn’t need a key,” Grace said. “You obviously picked the lock.”

			Sierra gaped at Grace, unable to believe what the woman had said. Then she lost what little patience she had.

			“That’s right. When you were asleep – I mean drunk and passed out on the floor – I used my vast experience as a cat burglar to break into your apartment and steal your purse. I put it up for sale on eBay this morning, and someone bid a million dollars on it. I’m on my way to the post office right now to mail it to the buyer.”

			Grace’s eyes narrowed and her lips – smeared with too-red lipstick – tightened. She glared at Sierra with bloodshot eyes, and while Sierra felt the raw hostility behind that gaze, she refused to look away. Grace made no move toward her, didn’t raise a hand, but Sierra had the impression that the woman was on the verge of physically attacking her. Then Grace looked at Sierra’s canvas bag, and some of the fire went out of her.

			“You’re lying. You don’t have enough room in there for my purse. I’ll give you until tonight to return it. After that, I’m going to the police.”

			“You do that,” Sierra said. She turned away from the older woman and headed for the building’s exit. Sierra and Grace lived on the ground floor, and it took Sierra only a few steps until she was outside and walking down the stone steps in front of the building. Her red Volkswagen Beetle – which she called Ladybug – was parked right in front, and she practically ran to it, hoping to get in, get the hell out of there, and leave Grace behind. But before she could reach her car, the building’s door banged open, and Grace came charging out after her. The front of the woman’s robe fell open completely, and her breasts wobbled and flopped as she stumbled down the stairs.

			“Don’t you turn your back on me, you goddamned thief!” Grace shouted.

			Up to this point, Sierra had been mostly irritated by Grace, but now she was afraid of her.

			“Leave me alone!” she shouted.

			She reached Ladybug, thumbed her key remote to unlock the door, opened it, jumped in, and immediately locked it. She started the car without bothering to put her seat belt on, but before she could put the vehicle in gear, Grace was at the driver’s side door, smacking the window with her hands, striking so hard that Sierra wouldn’t have been surprised if the glass cracked.

			“People like you think you can do anything you want and get away with it!” Grace was screaming now, spraying the window with spittle. “But you’re wrong! Wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong!”

			Sierra put the car in reverse, stomped on the gas, and flew backward. Grace’s hands had been on the window when Sierra started backing up, and as the car moved, the woman lost her balance. She spun around, struck the front quarter panel with her bony ass, bounced off, and fell to the asphalt. Sierra was horrified, and for an instant she almost threw the car into park and got out to see if Grace was okay. But then she remembered the insane fury in the woman’s face as she pounded on the window, and Sierra put Ladybug in drive and roared away. As she pulled onto the road, she glanced at her rearview mirror and saw Grace standing there, blood on her knees from where she’d hit the ground, mouth stretched wide in a scream of anger.

			* * * 

			Grace watched Sierra drive away, hands bunched into fists, entire body shaking. Her throat was raw from screaming, her knees stung from being scraped when she’d fallen, and her tits were hanging out for all the world to see.

			Let them look, she thought. I hope they all get an eyeful and go blind.

			She couldn’t believe what a total cunt Sierra had become. She used to be such a sweet girl – or at least she’d pretended to be. Why should she turn out to be any different from all the other people in her life? Her dumbass ex, her heartless children, and all the unreliable men she’d dated since her divorce. None of them had ever cared for her, not really, and none of them had been there for her when she truly needed them. They treated her like garbage and expected her to put up with it. Well, fuck that and fuck them too. She’d take care of herself, just as she had most of her life. Her dad had run out on her mom and her when Grace was a toddler, and her mom had started drinking. She drank so much that Grace had had to take care of her and do all the household chores, including feeding herself. Her mom died of a heart attack when Grace was in high school, and she hadn’t shed a single tear for the bitch. Thank god she knew how to handle her booze. She never wanted to end up a useless drunk like her mother.

			She closed her robe and belted it, then ran her hands through her hair in a vain attempt to make it look somewhat presentable. She then started back toward the building. Her mouth was dry as sandpaper and her head throbbed with a headache that was worsening with each passing second. She needed some hair of the dog. She would’ve made a liquor store run – despite the early hour – but she didn’t have any cash. She couldn’t use her debit card because her checking account was seriously overdrawn, and her credit cards were all maxed out. Besides, all her cards were in her goddamned purse, which that bitch Sierra had stolen. She’d just have to scrounge around her apartment and hope she’d find something, anything to drink.

			* * * 

			The encounter with Grace left Sierra feeling emotionally and physically wrung out. So when her phone rang, she pulled it out of her bag, and instead of checking the display to see who was calling – as she normally did – she answered it.

			“Hey, Sierra! What’s up?”

			She let out an audible groan upon hearing Stuart’s voice, but if he heard, he didn’t remark on it.

			“It’s been a while since we talked, and I thought I’d check in with you and see how you’re doing.”

			It’s been a while because I won’t take your calls or answer your texts, she thought. Haven’t you gotten the message by now?

			But of course he hadn’t. Stuart Redmond wasn’t interested in other people’s feelings, only his own. And when he claimed something as his – like her, for example – as far as he was concerned it was always his.

			“This isn’t a good time,” she said. Not that any time would be good.

			“You obviously want to talk or you wouldn’t have answered the phone.”

			Wanting to talk and wanting to talk to you are two different things, she thought. Out loud, she said, “I’m on my way to work. Could we do this another time?”

			“Considering how long I’ve been trying to reach you, I’d rather talk now, while I’ve got you on the line. Otherwise, it might be another couple months before you answer your fucking phone again.”

			She ground her teeth in frustration. This was pure Stuart – pushing for what he wanted by trying to make her feel guilty about denying it to him. The hell of it was, even when she knew he was doing it, she couldn’t keep herself from feeling exactly the way he wanted. She remembered something he’d once told her.

			People are like machines. All you have to do is figure out how to work their controls, and you can make them do anything you want.

			He worked as a salesperson at Electronics Emporium, and he’d been talking about how to manipulate customers into buying more than they originally wanted, sometimes more than they could afford. It hadn’t occurred to him that he’d been giving Sierra an important insight into how he viewed people. All people, including her.

			“I’m doing fine,” she said, almost snapping at him. “Things are pretty much the same. No major changes.”

			Stuart was silent for a moment, then he said, too casually, “No special someone in your life?”

			Oh, for fuck’s sake!

			Sierra and Stuart had dated for nearly a year when he asked her to marry him. She’d said yes, although not without some reluctance. Their relationship had still been new when Jeffrey died, and like Grace, Stuart had been there for her during those awful early days of her grieving. She’d been considering breaking up with him before Jeffrey’s accident, but afterward, she’d needed his support too much, and so she’d stayed with him, even though his support was primarily self-serving. He wanted to own her, to have sex whenever he wanted it, and in return he would hold her when she cried, pat her on the back, tell her everything was going to be all right, that it would just take time. And she’d needed to hear those words so badly that she ignored how empty the rest of their relationship made her feel.

			So when he proposed, she’d accepted out of what she later realized was misplaced gratitude. But as soon as she agreed to be his wife, Stuart’s attitude toward her grieving changed. Whenever she felt sad about Jeffrey’s death and started crying, he told her that she was being childish, that she’d mourned long enough, and it was time for her to get on with her life.

			People die, he’d said. It’s sad, but it’s a fact of life. You have to learn to accept it.

			And if he became especially frustrated with her continued grief, he’d tell her how fucked up it was that he had to be jealous not only of her brother, but her dead brother.

			And his need to control her hadn’t ended with her grief. He wanted to know what she did during her day – where she went, and especially who she spoke with. He wanted to know who she was texting and what they talked about. He asked her about her students at the college, wanted to know if she had any cute guys in her classes and if any of them were especially friendly toward her. The final straw had come when he suggested she avoid spending time with her parents because they were only “reinforcing your unhealthy fixation on your brother.”

			Stuart had not taken their breakup well. He’d kept calling and texting, showing up at ArtWorks and at the college to talk to her, waiting in front of her apartment building for her. She’d had to take out a fucking restraining order on him, and he finally, grudgingly left her alone after that. He still tried to get in touch with her sometimes, which was a violation of the restraining order, but overall, he was so much better than he had been that Sierra hadn’t made an issue out of it. Now she wished she had.

			“You’re not supposed to talk to me. You know that.”

			A pause, and this time when he spoke, his tone was ice-cold. 

			“You. Answered. The. Fucking. Phone.”

			“And now I’m disconnecting.”

			She ended the call and tossed the phone back into her bag. The phone immediately started ringing again, but there was no way in hell that she was going to pick it up this time. Stuart would probably leave a nasty voicemail, which she’d delete unheard. How the hell had she ever ended up with a guy like him? Jeffrey had tried to warn her that Stuart was no good for her soon after she started dating him. At the time, she’d felt like Jeffrey was trying to get back at her because she didn’t approve of his boyfriend, and it became a sore point between them. She wished Jeffrey were still alive for a million reasons, but one of them was so she could tell him that he’d been right about Stuart, and she wished she’d listened to him.

			Hindsight might be 20-20, but sometimes it hurt like a bitch too.

			* * * 

			Stuart sat behind the wheel of his hyper-blue metallic Camaro in the Electronics Emporium parking lot. The store didn’t open until nine, but he liked to get there early. He hoped to be promoted to manager soon and getting to work early showed his dedication to the store – he hoped.

			He’d purchased the Camaro less than a month ago, and the thing was his pride and joy. The kind of car a person drove made a statement about who they were and, more importantly, where they were going. The vehicle was loaded with the latest hi-tech features – built-in 4G Wi-Fi, heated and ventilated seats, rear camera mirror with streaming video, infotainment system with eight-inch touchscreen, and a forward collision warning system. Driving the car was like piloting a starfighter, and Stuart fucking loved it. What he did not love, however, was being hung up on.

			“Call Sierra,” he said.

			His phone was connected to the car’s system, allowing him to make and receive calls hands-free. He listened as Sierra’s phone rang and rang before finally going to voicemail.

			“Hi, this is Sierra. I can’t take your call right now, so please—”

			Stuart pushed a button on the steering wheel to end the call. What he really wanted to do was leave a message telling Sierra she was an immature cunt for disconnecting like that, but he restrained himself. The last thing he wanted to do was let Sierra think she’d gotten him angry enough to lose control. He refused to give her the satisfaction.

			Stuart closed his eyes, drew in a long slow breath, held it for a ten count, then released it slowly. He did this four more times before he felt his anger had diminished to a manageable level.

			He opened his eyes, then opened the mirror on the driver’s side visor and looked at his reflection. His expression was calm, and there was no hint of anger or frustration in his eyes. He tried a smile, and while it looked a little strained to him, he thought most people would’ve taken it as genuine. When you were in sales, your facial expressions – along with your voice and body language – were your most important tools, and he always made sure his were in working order. Clothes were important too, of course, and today he wore a gray suit with a blue tie that complemented the color of his car. Sierra had told him on several occasions how good he looked in a suit, and the thought of her caused his smile to falter and fade.

			He didn’t understand what her fucking problem was. He was reasonably handsome, kept his weight under control, had a good job with excellent prospects for advancement, and he was great in bed. No woman had ever told him he was good at sex, but they didn’t need to. When you were a man – a real man – you just knew. He was everything a woman should want. So why didn’t she want him?

			You know why, he thought. It’s because of her damn brother.

			Today was the one-year anniversary of Jeffrey’s death. That’s why Stuart had called Sierra this morning. He’d hoped she was feeling sad and might need a little TLC. But it hadn’t worked out that way, had it?

			Stuart hadn’t been sorry when Jeffrey died. The man hadn’t thought he was good enough for his precious little sister, and he’d done everything he could to drive a wedge between Sierra and him. After the asshole was gone, Stuart figured it would be smooth sailing with Sierra from then on. And it had been – for a while. But she was obsessed with her brother, and he had no idea why. He could understand being sad for a couple weeks, maybe a month, but a whole fucking year? He just didn’t get it. Sometimes, when he was feeling especially angry at Sierra, he wondered if there hadn’t been more to her relationship with Jeffrey, if maybe they were a little closer than a brother and sister should be. Yeah, Jeffrey had been gay, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t fucked his sister at some point. People experimented, right? When Stuart was a teenager, he’d let his cousin Paul jack him off in his parents’ basement once. When Paul had told one of his friends, Stuart beat the holy living shit out of the little bastard. Fucker had it coming for talking when he should’ve kept his mouth shut. The way Stuart figured it, Sierra and Jeffrey had to have had sex, or maybe come close to it without actually doing it. He couldn’t understand having such strong emotions for someone you hadn’t fucked.

			He reached out and patted the Camaro’s black dashboard.

			“At least you make sense.”

			That was one of the things he liked about technology. It was designed to do specific tasks, and when you operated it correctly, it performed those tasks exactly as you wanted. Not for the first time in his life, he wished people were more like machines. Maybe he’d understand them better then.

			He checked the time on the dashboard display. Ten minutes to nine. Time to quit thinking and head inside if he wanted to keep up his streak of coming in early. He hoped work would take his mind off Sierra, but he knew from experience that it wouldn’t. Maybe he’d give her a call later to see how she was handling the anniversary of Jeffrey’s death. Or maybe he’d just show up at her place. She couldn’t get mad at him for violating the restraining order, not when he’d done so entirely out of concern for her emotional well-being.

			He thought about it for a moment and decided there was a decent chance she’d buy that story. And if she did, who knows? Maybe she’d realize what she’d been missing and invite him into her bedroom for some make-up sex. And if she didn’t invite him, maybe he could find a way to make her let him in anyway. Once he was inside her apartment, he was confident he could get her into bed, one way or the other. Sure, she might say no, but she wouldn’t mean it, not really. None of them did.

			Cheered, he got out of the Camaro and headed for the store’s entrance, imagining the things he would do to Sierra when he finally got her alone again.
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