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  Emmet Galt is possibly one of two people and I have to kill both of them.


  You should be lying in the bushes about seventy-five yards from the front door.


  In one reality, Galt is a recluse billionaire—an eccentric, harmless bachelor who loves dogs and generously donates millions to charities and the arts each year.


  Do not hesitate. Shoot him in the head. If you get a follow-up tap to the chest, good.


  In another reality, Galt is the most powerful man in the world and leads a secret society that has been at war with the Catholic Church for nearly two thousand years.


  This secret society is called the Illuminati. You can find them in almost any book on conspiracy theories at your local bookstore. What makes them truly secret is that almost nobody believes these books.


  Remember your training.


  The front lawn of Emmet Galt’s house is lit up like a football stadium and crawling with men in black. Any minute now, the old man himself is going to come out and walk straight into the crosshairs of the scope of my Zeuge-78 high-powered sniper rifle.


  He should be coming out in less than ten minutes.


  Chafing in my black insulated jumper, I clench my teeth and sigh through my nose. I just want this over with.


  Galt and I have one thing in common. Both of us are one of two people depending on what you believe. In one reality, I’m an unemployed mental health worker, your average nobody who gets a gun and goes postal. In another, I’m mankind’s last hope.


  Basically, if you believe one thing, then he’s the nut, and if you believe the other, then I’m the nut. The truth is so obscure, I don’t even know which reality is right. You might say I’m the nut but then I’d say, well, you really don’t know for sure, do you.


  Reality, I’ve learned in the past seven days, is definitely how you look at it. That means that certain kinds of information can be considered a virus, and once it infects you, it changes one little bit of your worldview, then another, until your entire world shifts. If it shifts too much or shifts too fast, then you’re not sure what reality is anymore.


  Based on this, one could say that any profound revelation causes a detachment from reality.


  Remember not to hesitate. Simply exhale, hold it, size up your target and squeeze the trigger. The act itself has no significance. It is just an act. Like tying your shoelaces.


  I lay on the cold grass with my shoulder stiff and numb against the stock of the rifle, the barrel of which is resting on a bipod. It’s pitch black where I’m hiding outside the wide semi-circle of light in front of the house, and I have a clean shot at the front door.


  This part, what I’m seeing and doing right now, is all too true.


  The Zeuge-78 is about four feet long, even longer with the silencer threaded onto the barrel. It weighs about ten pounds. It has a fiberglass stock with a one-inch decelerator pad and an ergonomic design. The cheekpiece is adjustable. The trigger is a standard Remington trigger retuned by German engineers. Trigger pressure is set at two and a half pounds.


  I know all about guns because Palmer trained me.


  He should be coming out any minute now.


  That voice I keep hearing in my head is Palmer. My brother. He’s talking to me through an earpiece. He’s back at the house, tracking me using global positioning satellites.


  Remember, Chad, if you pull the trigger, you will save the world.


  I guess by now you’re thinking that I’m the nut, but this was all his idea.


  Good luck!


  The problem is that in less than three hours, the power is going to be cut across the entire eastern United States for twelve hours, causing chaos, an experiment to see how well the government can enact emergency powers. Then an Army-brewed germ is going to be sprayed on cities around the world, killing, well, almost everybody. After that, Galt and his people will come out of their bunkers and create a dictatorship of the enlightened.


  If I shoot Galt, and the other assassins kill the rest of the Masters of the Illuminati at about the same time, then there will be nobody to push the button and the world will be saved.


  Or so the theory goes.


  The problem is if that if I kill him, then all these terrible things will be prevented but basically life will go on as before. If we win, nothing will happen.


  Imagine global warming suddenly not happening anymore. Imagine that we’re able to prevent it. You’d never really know for sure, would you.


  This is what happens when you kill a theory.


  The problem is I don’t know anything for sure. Anything. And yet I’m here with a rifle that some Jesuit priests gave me, aiming it at a door and in a minute, less than a minute, I’m going to kill some old guy I don’t even know.


  People have already died.


  In case you’re thinking that I’m happy about any of this, I’m not. Just a week ago, I didn’t go in for anything like this. I had to be convinced.


  It’s cold here lying on Galt’s lawn and my blood is freezing in my veins. My stomach does a sudden dive. I’m thinking, there’s no such thing as the Illuminati. It’s all a paranoid fantasy. I’m thinking, Palmer’s a nut, and he’s turned me into one, too.


  He seems to know what I’m thinking because I hear his voice in my ear.


  What if there is no God or a Heaven, says the atheist.


  What if you die and find out there is a God and a Heaven, says the Christian.


  The atheist converts.


  The front door of the house opens.
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  Rewind thirteen days.


  Kevin is a whale of a man, a great white whale, and I’m chained to him like Captain Ahab, going down. We fall to the floor in a heap, Kevin and me and Martin Dobbs and Ray Barnes, panting and sliding around.


  Mental health orderlies get taught the same thing that cops do, that people are damn hard to take down and just as hard to keep down. People are, well, slippery.


  Kevin’s problem is that he’s a paranoid schizophrenic and right now, he’s getting wild.


  In the profession, we call this “acting out.”


  Most times, a patient acts out and they flail around, but they’re not trying to hurt you, they’re just freaking out. If you stay out of their way and get behind them, you can restrain them long enough to get them into the pink room, slap a helmet on them and wait it out.


  Kevin, on the other hand, believes that we’re trying to drag him to a gas chamber. In his mind, he’s fighting for his life.


  Mercer County Psychiatric is your basic public mental hospital just outside of Trenton, New Jersey. It has one hundred and twenty beds for inpatients and treats adults aged eighteen and over. Some hospitals, the private ones, are like hotels and treat everything, including eating disorders, compulsive gambling and sex addiction.


  Our hospital, well, it’s not that fancy.


  Mostly, we get your cookie cutter nuts with mental and behavioral disorders, and we have a large population of drug addicts. We don’t have an outpatient program. We treat them and if they can function well enough to leave, we put them back on the street.


  We orderlies never say, “Goodbye.” We always say, “See you later.”


  Most of the time, they wind up back at the hospital.


  We try to make it nice, though. Our doctors have caught on to the whole holistic healing concept, recognizing that every human being has a “mind, body, emotions and soul,” and that the entire person must be treated. We even have a small arts program.


  Everything about the place, from its gray walls to the ancient TV sets mounted up high around the ceiling to the crummy carpet that is literally right out of the 1970s, tells you that while the place tries to be fancy, it is anything but. In fact, I think the harder the hospital tries, the more you realize what it’s lacking.


  To me, however, it is as familiar as home. It’s where I work.


  Kevin’s face is purple and he’s not screaming anymore. The room is quiet except for four men grunting and the scuffle of sneakers and Dobbs talking quietly as he holds on to the whale. Kevin’s sweating a river, which makes it hard for me to keep a hold on him. My nose is pressed against his wet fat arm, where there’s a tattoo of a grinning, flaming skull.


  My job is to help the nurses and doctors treat the patients, and to help the patients take care of themselves, do what they’re told and not beat up or rape each other. To do your job the right way, you use a combination of good cop, bad cop, but both have to come from you.


  Right now, we’re being bad cops. We’re sliding around on the floor trying to get a hold on Kevin and keep him down long enough to take a shot of sedative.


  Dobbs, however, is trying to soothe Kevin, telling him everything is going to be all right and that we’re here to help him. He offers to sit down with Kevin and talk it out, for hours, if that’s what he wants. But he must be quiet first. He must relax and let us help him.


  The thing about Dobbs is, he means it. He has a good heart.


  Kevin screams at Dobbs surprisingly loud, his lungs blasting like the twin barrels of shotguns, exploding at his mouth, spraying spittle across the floor.


  He accuses Dobbs of putting a chip in his head so that the government could read his mind and control his thoughts, and now, because he knows too much, he is going to be murdered.


  That’s why I keep quiet during moments like this. I don’t get involved with the patients anymore, because you can never win. I once quizzed a guy who thought he was Jesus Christ about the Bible and asked him, if he really was Jesus, why he got the answers wrong.


  “You’ve got the wrong Bible,” said the nut.


  I told Dobbs about it and he didn’t think it was as funny as I did. And he told me that mental health professionals don’t use the word, “nut.”


  Finally, mercifully, the nurse comes and gets a shot into Kevin, and after a few moments, the whale relaxes in my grip.


  “You okay, Kevin?” Dobbs says. “You’re not hurt, are you?”


  Kevin, loaded up with sedative, answers dreamily that it’s good to feel pain. He says that if man didn’t feel pain, he’d eat himself.


  ●


  All people in the world want three things and will do or believe anything to achieve them:


  To exist. That means being noticed, feeling loved, and not feeling alone.


  To procreate with the right person (women) or as many people as possible (men).


  To live forever.


  Most nuttiness has to do with these three basic needs.


  The problem with our species is that consciousness was a byproduct of our evolution. Mind and body are always warring with each other. Rationalization was invented so that these two creatures could get along.


  People like to see themselves as part of this majority population that is normal in terms of looks and sanity. Us. The oddballs are this little slice of humanity that is too fat, too ugly or outright nuts. They let you know right away that they’re nuts by, you know, drooling, talking back at the voices in their head, acting out or finding it interesting to watch paint dry for hours. Accidents, you might call them. A well-defined population. Them. What most people don’t understand, however, is that it’s not so cut and dried. We’re all in the same pot. The human race is constantly evolving. I’m a real biology freak, almost as much as I am about psychology. Anyway, you’d think that mutations only give people major problems like schizophrenia and cancer, but they also result in big noses, attached earlobes and every type of personality and nuttiness imaginable spread out over a broad spectrum.


  Just look at the Internet. Or your average Jerry Springer show. Or New York City.


  Just about all of us are nuts at one point or another, when you get right down to it. Thanks to evolution, all of us are mutants.


  Take your run-of-the-mill Christian, for example. He goes to church and believes that when he dies, he will go to Heaven and live forever in a state of bliss. Then he says he never read the Bible and could care less about religion. In fact, he’s embarrassed to even talk about it.


  Try to tell me that’s sane behavior.


  Most of us occasionally get the urge to stuff merchandise inside our jackets at the department store, punch some stranger whose face we don’t like, grab a girl’s ass on the street, or yank on the wheel and pull our cars into oncoming traffic. A lot of people throw salt over their shoulder or won’t walk under a ladder. Other people won’t use public restrooms because they think they’ll get VD from the toilet seat. Some people are drop-dead terrified of spiders, others of public speaking or dropping babies or going outdoors. Some people, when somebody calls them and hangs up, check to make sure all their doors are locked. A lot of people, you put them on top of the world’s tallest building and they have to fight the urge to jump. Some killed themselves when the War of the Worlds program was broadcast, others when the year 2000 came with all its Y2K end-of-the-world paranoia. Millions of them believe that angels are intervening all their time in their lives. Millions give money to TV evangelists, speak in tongues or pierce them, join cults, believe in management techniques such as quality circles and sensitivity training, drink their own piss for the health benefit, generalize about and fear people of other races, and—in an irony that only humans are capable of—like to punish anybody who’s “different.”


  These people are not in mental institutions. They drive cabs, operate on brains, run the government, design new products, fly commercial airplanes, cook your food in restaurants.


  Everybody is crazy at times, especially, it seems, when it comes to the emotions of worry and hope.


  Knowing this, I learned long ago not to judge.


  I also keep a loaded gun in the house, just in case.


  ●


  Dr. Hiram Gaines, a gnomish middle-aged man wearing large black glasses and wrinkled tie, shirt and pants, is our hospital’s biggest paranoid schizophrenic, but unlike Kevin, he never gets violent. Out in the world, he’s a conspiracy guru and the author of Conspiracies Refound, a classic in the field, I’m told. Rumor also had it that before his decline off the deep end, he’d been a psychologist. In my experience, psychologists make the biggest nuts. You may have heard that the reason a lot of people become psychologists is because they’re completely messed up and want to find out what’s wrong with themselves. Or maybe it’s because screwed-up people have a need to fix everybody else.


  You don’t enter Gaines’ room; you are confronted with it. In there, you leave the safety of the hospital and enter a reflection of the wacky world that’s inside his head. The shades are drawn and the small lamps produce a dim light that only contributes to the gloom. The air is thick and stuffy and smells like an unventilated smoking room at the world’s oldest hotel.


  And the walls, ceiling, desk—every conceivable surface—are all covered with newspaper clippings and drawings that look like organizational charts and flowcharts.


  Thanks to his illness, Gaines has, well, an active imagination. While he chainsmokes unfiltered Camels in the middle of the hospital’s biggest fire hazard, he looks for and explains connections between even the tiniest of world events. He would make a good chaos theorist, proving that an actual butterfly flapping its wings in Peking really did cause a tornado in Wyoming. He’d be able to name the butterfly responsible and point it out at a lineup.


  Many was the time he tried to explain to me, in that raving monotone of his, how every clipping on the wall was connected to every other clipping, and how the cohesive whole, always growing until even parts of the ceiling were covered, was the mother of all conspiracies.


  Gaines likes to say, “Don’t be afraid of conspiracy theories, Mr. Carver. Conspiracies are nothing new. Even Adam and Eve conspired to eat the apple from the Tree of Knowledge and hide it from God. Conspiracy was one of the first things humans did.”


  Millions of people in America believe in conspiracy theories, many more than you would imagine. Gaines has sold something like a million copies of his book.


  Some of the doctors I work with told me that conspiracy theories help off-balance people make sense of a chaotic world. Fine, I say, but I think there’s something more. There’s the cheap thrill.


  This is how urban legends start.


  Somebody tells a weird story and it takes off and gets around the country in a massive game of telephone, a process that’s accelerated by the Internet. Even though you know it’s bullshit, you want to believe it because it gives you this thrill. You’re learning secrets and seeing evil and this is exciting to you. The snowball keeps rolling; eventually, it builds mass and becomes truth. Some company’s soft drink gets accused of causing impotence, and even though the charge is proven false by the FDA and this is stated in the press, nobody wants to drink it. A story comes out about a baby dying in some ugly experiment decades ago, and a hundred web sites later the story now includes a thousand black babies being thrown into a bonfire by the U.S. Army.


  Whether you believe in UFOs, angels, ghosts, Satan, lost civilizations or conspiracies, it all comes from the same part of the brain that craves mystery, secrets, problem-solving and a cheap thrill. Then you go back to your boring or terrible life and long for more of that thrill, that cheap escape from the real world.


  For some people, the fantasy world takes over and becomes reality. It happens by degrees, by seduction, by self-brainwashing. The process is really quite simple.


  Conspiracies are the bed where reality and fantasy sleep together. They’re the line between the real and the surreal, the layer of icing on the American fruitcake.


  People will step over that thin line and believe just about anything because they want to. Because it’s fun for them to do so. The illusion, the danger and the mystery are all part of the fun. It’s like going into a haunted house. Or taking a rollercoaster ride.


  Today, Gaines is excited.


  “There is a rift,” he says enigmatically, dragging heavily on his Camel.


  “That’s great, Doc.”


  I hate when people are condescending, especially if I’m the one doing it, but I’m sick of hearing about this stuff. Some conspiracy theorists are fanatics who live for their theories. They’re kind of like born-again Christians, except with Christians you get a good payoff: You go to Heaven. For conspiracy theorists, the payoff is the bad guys take over the world and throw all the nice people in a gas chamber. There’s never closure, and it’s depressing.


  “There is a rift in the Invisible Empire,” he explains. “I sense hesitation. And something more. The beginning of three final calamitous events that will fulfill the Plan.”


  “Bad things happen in threes,” I tell him, grateful for the opportunity to say something relevant in a conversation I otherwise can’t follow.


  “Fives,” he corrects me, eyeing me through his thick glasses.


  “So we already had two bad things happen?”


  Gaines grunts like a disgusted teacher.


  “I’ve only been explaining them to you over the past two months. In painstaking detail.”


  “Oh, right.” I hand him a stack of newspapers. “Here’s your papers, Doc.”


  His eyes light up as he accepts them gingerly. “Ah, yes, thank you.”


  Conspiracy theorists are also like addicts. Information is their drug and they’ll do anything to get more.


  He glances at the front page of The New York Times, looks up in amazement, then shows me a headline about President Jackson announcing that he will pay off the national debt.


  “See this?”


  “Yeah, we’re finally paying off the debt. It’s great stuff.”


  “No, it’s not great stuff. Wake up, Mr. Carver!”


  “Come on, Doc, give me a break today.”


  “It’s coming soon. The last pieces of the puzzle are falling into place. The Invisible Empire will fulfill its Plan, and we will be their slaves. Those of us lucky to survive the last three events, that is. This is the catalyst for the third event. Somebody important is going to die. The man in our highest office. I’ve finally cracked it!”


  “Good, Doc. I’m happy for you.”


  Gaines glares at me, chewing on his beard.


  “Don’t be happy for me,” he says. “It’s you I’m worried about, Mr. Carver.”


  I think I’m immune to weirdness after twelve years in this place, but I confess that the man honestly gives me that queasy feeling I get when I ignore an e-mailed chain letter.


  He says, “Something terrible is about to happen. It’s about time you woke up.”
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  I’m sitting in my kitchen, staring at the handgun on the table in front of me, and I’m telling myself that I’m not really going to kill my wife. Not really.


  I want to, see, but I won’t do it.


  For one, I could never hurt her, no matter what she did to me.


  There’s also the little problem of me not knowing where she is.


  In any case, I am boiling rage made manifest.


  It’s times like this when you really understand the expression, “I was beside myself.” It’s like you’re outside of your own body, watching yourself explode into fury, and you have no idea who this raging lunatic is. It’s only later that you get perspective, when you look back, except that by then you’re trying as hard as you can to forget it ever happened.


  Six hours ago, I drove home still haunted by that queasy gut-wrench Gaines had given me. He’s a regular Hannibal Lecter the way he gets inside your head. He leaves you with that feeling you get all day after a bad dream the night before. You can’t shake it.


  Something terrible is about to happen, he said.


  It’s you I’m worried about, he said.


  I come home to an empty house and find the note on my refrigerator.


  In the note, my wife, Jenny, tells me that she’s leaving me for another man and that they ran off together. Goodbye.


  Shit! Fuck!


  I’m ashamed to admit it, but my next emotion was, well, a kind of relief. I was titillated, imagining endless miles of privacy, other women, new potentials, a little peace and quiet.


  For the past two years or so, see, I actually wished that she would simply disappear.


  I wished, for example, that she would not be there pacing the kitchen talking on the phone to her friends all the time, so loud that I could never really watch TV in the living room without constantly feeling distracted and irritated. I wished that she wouldn’t nag me to take her someplace fun, usually a girlie movie or ice skating, of all things.


  Like the other women who have come and gone in my life, my mother being the first, Jenny always wanted it both ways.


  She wanted me mysterious and aloof, but also sensitive and doting. She wanted me outgoing, but not around other people. She wanted me to be her personal Don Juan who would simultaneously conquer her and be conquered by her, reappearing as a new Don Juan every day.


  Jenny wanted it both ways all the time, and I had to be two people.


  She would make herself things, then say, “I wish you had given me this.” She would lose things all the time, then if I didn’t help her find them she would get mad. Then there’s the fact that she was constantly criticizing me and trying to improve me.


  It was, you know, a marriage.


  After a while, I got tired. I had already been tired, which is one reason why I settled down with her in the first place.


  Anyhow, I get this note on my refrigerator and that’s all I get after ten years of marriage. She didn’t even tell me who the guy is. Five minutes later, my elation was gone, replaced by rage and depression and denial and acceptance, which proceeded to cycle every two hours in an endless loop right up until the present moment in the night’s darkest hours. It’s like I have to gulp down the truth every two hours, then retch it back up, like some guy in a Greek myth. I do everything I can not to picture her running off with some guy I know, but I end up picturing her sleeping with every one of my friends.


  In any case, I wanted her gone. Now she’s gone, and I realize I hate my life.


  I also settled down with her, and stayed with her, because I love her.


  It was, you know, a marriage.


  Talk about wanting it both ways.
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  The next day I call in sick, then the next. I call in sick for four days in a row.


  “It’s getting to you, huh?” Martin Dobbs, my boss, says after the fourth time.


  He means my job. My job must be getting to me, he is saying. He has no idea that my wife left me because she found another man more satisfying. Another man I don’t know, who could be anybody—one of my closest friends, the guy who rings up our groceries, a total stranger—anybody. Which makes him everybody.


  In fact, right now, I’m picturing Dobbs having sex with her.


  I grip the phone with a sweaty hand. I’m holding my gun with the other.


  “No,” I tell him. “I’m just sick. In the stomach.”


  I’m not lying to him. At this moment, my stomach is in a double-knot.


  “All right,” he says in his gravelly voice, trying not to be patronizing.


  He seems to know, to have figured out using his professional intuition, that I’m on the edge. We work at a mental institution, and everybody gets unstable after a while unless they become and stay totally detached. Even then, cracks may appear at any time. We learn how to tell if somebody is becoming unhinged just by the tone of their voice. He’s probably thinking that the wrestling match with Kevin was the straw that snapped this camel’s back.


  I know this and think I’m faking it well, but I’m like the drunk who’s trying to sound sober in front of the cop.


  “Really,” I tell him, drenched in sweat. “I’m fine. Just one more day. Then I’ll see you on Monday.”


  “Take care of yourself,” says Dobbs, who has a good heart. “Call me if you need to.”


  “I’m fine,” I say, and hang up.


  I decide that I’m going to kill myself.


  On an impulse, I push the barrel against my temple and close my eyes tight.


  Squeeze, don’t pull. That’s how you’re supposed to fire a gun.


  Instant relief. Problem solved. This will show her.


  Then I think better of it.


  I’m thinking, what if you don’t automatically go to Heaven. What if you blow your brains out and that’s it. Oblivion. That gets me really depressed, but it does make me realize that things could be worse. Sudden death awareness is like pounding a fresh cup of coffee. You’re not meant to have it until you’re old.


  The truth is, I don’t know what I’m going to do. The bad part is I’m mad at the world and I’ve been carrying a loaded handgun around the house, wondering which phase—anger, depression, denial, acceptance—will be the one where I’ll need it.


  I bought that gun, ironically, because everybody is not what they seem. You can talk to somebody for hours and you think they’re charming and brilliant, and the next thing you know they’re telling you that they were once kidnapped by aliens.


  Let’s just say the mass murderers of the world, well, they’re often the nice, quiet type.


  If everybody is nutty to some degree, you’ve got to protect yourself against the unknown.


  Also consider that your best friend who’s grinning and shaking your hand might be screwing your wife behind your back, planning their escape from you.


  I open the closet door, pull down the shoebox, and put the gun back. That’s the first rational thing I’m able to do after finding out that she’d gone, and it gives me hope.


  Then I roam the house for the rest of the day, shooting off philosophical gunfire, asking myself the same questions between quiet bouts of self-pity.


  How do you really know anybody? How do you know if you can trust them? How do you believe anything they say if ten years or even ten minutes later they don’t believe it themselves?


  I need a great big cry to let some of this out, but I can’t do it yet. I have to find the right phrase, like, “I’ll never see her again,” or, “Next week is our anniversary.”


  The doorbell rings and I run to answer it, thinking maybe it’s Jenny. Maybe she saw her mistake and decided to come home.


  My heart pounds and my stomach flips as I race down the stairs.


  Of course, Jenny has a house key and wouldn’t ring the bell. She would just let herself in. A part of me knows that but can’t fight the nuttiness of hope. I keep running.


  I open the door and it’s my brother Palmer, standing there. The sun is setting behind him, its light orange and golden, creating a play of fire on his blond hair.


  “Hey, Chad.”


  I don’t say anything, struck speechless, my mouth hanging open.


  He barges past me carrying these suitcases, his eyes wild and his long hair streaming behind him.


  I haven’t seen my brother in fifteen years, since we were kids, since he ran away from home and disappeared without a trace. Talk about weird timing.


  It’s the best time for him to show up, and the worst time.


  ●


  I live in Riverdale, a place that has just over five thousand people in it, which barely qualifies it as a city. Nestled on the Delaware River, it’s your average nice small town and a place that time and history has swept by and left behind. People know each other by name in that town, and they wave at you or give a polite little honk when they drive by in their cars. I’m not kidding. It’s set up on a grid, but the houses are old, and the town has its own history. Not far from Riverdale is the spot where George Washington crossed the Delaware to attack the Hessians in New Jersey. A lot of trade was ferried across the river and up and down the canals in the 1800s; even today, the canal is still there and the tow paths with them, where the mules pulled the barges up and down the canal. The railroads came along after that, and Riverdale had its own train station, which is now a restaurant with a hotel attached for the tourists who come down from New York to hunt for antiques and detox in the quaint atmosphere and slow pace. A nice, quiet little town.


  It’s nice to know in this day and age that friendly, trusting towns like this one are still around. I plan to hold onto it for as long as possible.


  Riverdale is where Palmer and I grew up, in this very house. When I was seventeen and he was fourteen, our parents died in a car crash. I joined the Air Force to make money so that I could take care of us.


  My brother was always off in his own head. You look at our family photo album, and there are all these Polaroid shots of him as a little kid playing with his toys outside in the dirt, the pupils of his eyes red if a flash was used, not really there but somewhere else. He lived in a world of the imagination. As he got older, he was that skinny weird kid that the jocks picked on, but he didn’t seem to mind it, always smiling. His smile was full of secrets.


  He got straight As without studying. Instead of picking on him, although he was smarter than me, the older brother, I admired him for that. I’m smart in my own right. But my smarts are more of the type required when you’re going to rewire your own house without any training. I just know how to do stuff like that. Palmer, though, lived in another world. He read books all the time, made drawings, wrote stories.


  I still have some of them up in a box in the attic.
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