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To my father, my very first beta reader and the first to believe in me.


PART 1


1

S chool was out. The children were set free upon the world, swarming out of iron gates like animals let loose from a zoo. A variety of species. A variety of noises.

“Hey, Catherine! Nice ass.” The mating call of the pimpled buffoon, jostling his way through the herd to get to his orange-tinted mate.

On the main street of Whitegate, where scarce shops nestled inside rows of boarded-up businesses like glistening crowns on yellowed dentures, the voices of excited schoolchildren beefed up the afternoon air with boisterous calls, shrill whistles, and high-pitched laughter.

In the alleyways and alcoves, the highways and byways of small-town life, sly cigarettes and hastily rolled joints were hurriedly smoked. Between gleeful puffs of toxic joy, little faces lit up the dim gloom. First graders, third graders, sixth graders; first-time smokers, long-time smokers, part-time smokers—all eager for their own dose of disease before going home to questioning parents, home-cooked meals, and two hours of condescending television.

I was doing what I did every Friday afternoon: I was getting the shit kicked out of me by the school bully, Darren Henderson. He first started beating me in elementary school and had stuck with it throughout the years. He was committed to it and he clearly enjoyed it, so who was I to break with tradition?

Every boot in my chest shocked the air out of my lungs. Every punt into my back, from his brother-in-torture Barry Barlow, was like a dagger through my spine. Every laugh a hazy taunt to my ringing ears.

It was hard to tune them out, but I did. I went to my safe place—a room of brilliant white. The floors were a fluffy carpet of the purest color, soft and yielding underfoot. Nothing on the walls; nothing on the ceiling. No distractions, no clutter, just pure white. And there, at my feet, curled into a helpless, sobbing ball of self-loathing, was Darren Henderson. After enjoying his torment, I grabbed him by his fringe and yanked him to his feet. The taut hair pulled his flesh, ripping it from its follicles like Velcro. I stared into his misty eyes, soaking up the sorrow, despair, and fear that swam through the hazel orbs.

I cut his throat with the serrated side of a hunting knife. I excavated his chest with a single thrust, plunging until the razor-sharp tip shaved his spine. I hacked off his limbs with the blunt edge of the blade and I pricked his legs like a pin cushion. Then, after long and enjoyable moments of extreme torture, I sat back and bathed in the crimson room of my creation.

His friend wasn’t involved in my fantasies; he was just a pawn. A worthless prick who only did what he did because his psychopathic boyfriend told him to do it. He would have his comeuppance without my assistance, right around the time he finally tells Darren he thinks he’s in love with him and wants him to be his “first.” Suicide through dejection and melancholy, or murder through attempted mutual masturbation with an aggressively heterosexual alpha-bully.

Eventually they grew tired—their legs fully exercised for the day—and they stopped pummeling me. Their finish, their pièce de résistance, was, as usual, thick slabs of viscous phlegm gathered through thirty seconds of throat-clearing and propelled at my face.

I watched them go through blurry eyes, almost skipping with joy as they hopped through the iron gates to join their friends.

I had no friends. I didn’t really like anyone in the school, and certainly no one who liked me.

While I waited for the coast to clear, apathetic about the gelatinous glob running down my cheek, a wind kicked up and dried my eyes, the tears having fallen through pain rather than misery. A single sheet from a week-old newspaper, discarded on the cold and damp streets, lifted in the breeze and swept into my face, where it plastered itself, the phlegm acting as an adhesive.

I sat up, the sheet stuck to my face. The movement was excruciating; my back, stomach, ribs, and shoulders screamed out in agony. I peeled the paper from my face, drawn to the smudged words on its front.

The Butcher Strikes Again.

A serial killer that had stalked the streets of this county and the next. A legend, five years in the making. A couple of victims had been teenagers not much older than Darren Henderson, kids who were abducted, brutally murdered, and then butchered. Their limbs had practically been torn from their bodies.

I straightened out a few wrinkles in the paper, using my lap as support.

“… 27-year-old nurse … in her own home … reportedly hanged with her own …”

The rest was indecipherable but I already knew the story, as did everyone else in the country. His most recent victim worked as an emergency room nurse at the local hospital, a place where the inept found employment and the funeral homes found business. She had worked for an exhausting thirty straight hours and had gone home, informing her colleagues and friends that she would probably sleep for the next two days. The Butcher had followed, murdered her in her sleep, and then worked his own tireless shift, spending the night and the next morning tearing her to pieces. Her friends discovered her decaying body three days later, hanging from a light fixture in her bedroom, the macabre scarf of her large intestine strung around her neck.

The newspaper article brought a smile to my face, a flicker of delight that twitched through the agony. I was thrilled to live in times of a legend. A killer with more infamy and respect than Jack the Ripper, and deservedly so. Here was a man who had butchered more than fourteen young men and women without preference. A man who killed purely for the joy of killing.

In years to come, he would be remembered. Even if they caught him tomorrow, next week, or next month, bringing an end to his spree, his reign of terror, these five years of reverence and fear, would never be forgotten.

I rose to my feet with a smile on my face. In my head, I was back in my happy place, only now I had company to help me murder the delinquent who had made my schooldays a living hell.

——

School was over for the Easter holidays. Spring break—two weeks without the misery of being surrounded by tedious people who hated me, and who I viewed with similar contempt.

As I strolled along the pavement, the noise of my fellow pupils faded to a mere background holler. The remaining few were making their way to houses on the edge of Whitegate, the rest having already boarded the buses and cars that would take them home. One of those buses passed my house, stopping just a few feet from the rusty gate that snaked down a gravel path to my doorway, but I preferred to walk. The thirty minutes it took to trudge through the streets and fields to my home was usually enough to force the endorphins into numbing the pain.

It didn’t matter if I returned home in this state, because I was going back to an empty house. In the past, I had hidden my distress from my father, despite his apathy to my regular beatings, but his indifferent demeanor wouldn’t be there to greet my distress. He had taken a short working holiday, keeping up with an erratic schedule that saw him take sporadic flights from our homestead, sometimes for a week or two at a time.

“Don’t be throwing any parties,” he often mocked before his excursions. “But if you do, leave some booze for me!”

Ever the joker, never the comedian. I kept up appearances. I smiled and nodded when I thought it was necessary. But despite being drawn from the same vein, we were completely different people.

My father was a pleasant man, a friendly man. He wasn’t overpowering, rarely spoke out of turn, and never interrupted anyone. He was a man seemingly trained in social etiquette and a man who made it his goal in life to please everyone he encountered. He had his moments, of course, moments of vicious anger that seemed to flare up out of nowhere and for no discernible reason, but I was usually the only one to witness them, and I rarely minded. If anything, I was relieved to see him angry; it was comforting to know that he was human and not a machine hell bent on pleasing the entire fucking human race.

My mother also saw him angry, and one of my earliest memories was of a fight between them. Her face a picture of regret and fear; his the flared red of an archetypal psychopath.

He beat her to within an inch of her life and seemed to enjoy himself. I watched him tear the fear from her frail face and then mock her sobbed pleas. When he saw me sitting wide-eyed on the bottom step, his face a snarling, frothy mess of madness—mine an ambivalent collage of fear and confusion—something changed inside him. In an instant, he reverted to the innocent man everyone knew and loved. He helped my mother to her feet, apologized more times than was necessary, made her a cup of coffee, and then spent the day doting on her. He didn’t acknowledge me until the following morning. The incident wasn’t mentioned.

My mother left a year after that. I was eight at the time. She never said good-bye; never gave me a reason. She didn’t even leave a note. I didn’t blame myself; I didn’t blame my father. I blamed her. If either of us had meant anything to her, regardless of what we had done, she would have at least said good-bye.

“Good afternoon, Herman!”

A little old lady popped her head out from behind a bush she had been pruning. I smiled at her, watching her wrinkled features morph into something that also resembled a smile. Her skin, worn like a tanned sheet over a science-class skeleton, looked like a piece of balled-up paper someone had frantically tried to straighten out.

“Afternoon, Mrs. Jones, how are you today?”

“Well, you know.” She put her hands on her hips, exhaled deeply.

I prepared myself for a long lecture. A boring story about a boring day from a person I gave less than two fucks about. She said something about her cat. It had either died or had given birth; I wasn’t really paying attention and it didn’t matter. She referred to the cat by name, despite the fact that I had never even seen it, let alone did I know its fucking name. I did my best to pretend I was interested in what she had to say. I had seen my father do something similar on a number of occasions. I knew he couldn’t really be interested in some of the shit people said to him, it wasn’t possible, but not only did he stand and listen, he did so with enthusiasm.

I tried to be like him. Despite my apathy to his existence and my hatred of his social acceptance, a part of me respected his ability to conform to the mundane protocols of a tedious society without the slightest modicum of visible resentment.

“Well?” Mrs. Jones said, seemingly not for the first time.

My efforts were futile. She already looked annoyed. I let my smile fade, allowing a natural look of disinterest to take over.

“You haven’t been listening to a word I’ve said, have you?”

I was a little offended that she was angry. If anything, she should be embarrassed that her story had sent me into a fucking trance. That’s the problem with neighbors—they force themselves to adhere to the pathetic principles of small talk in an effort to be nice and neighborly, when the nicest thing they could do is shut the fuck up and let everyone get on with their day. I don’t want to hear about your fucking cat and I don’t care if it’s going to get warmer, wetter, or windier later in the week; if I did I would check the forecast instead of relying on some dimwit who stops me in the street because they live near me and thinks that gives them the right to interrupt my peace with their banal bullshit.

I tried my best to suppress my rising anger. I cleared my throat and averted my eyes from hers when a thought of ripping them out of her cardboard skull and stuffing them between her accusing lips entered my mind.

“I’m sorry,” I said with an apologetic shake of my head.

She sounded a disapproving tut tut noise, her head shaking from side to side like a lopsided Nodding Dog, her bony hands pressed to her hips all the while. “You’re nothing like your father,” she said with a sneer.

I nodded and hung my head. “Tell me about it,” I muttered when she was out of earshot.

I slumped down the path to my front door and tried the key in the lock, but it didn’t turn. It took me a few more tries before I realized the door was already unlocked. I figured my dad had canceled or delayed his trip, and that his blank expression would be waiting for me on the other side of the door. He would be ready to ignore my distress and gloss over my wounds by making me a cup of tea and watching television in silence for the rest of the night, punctuating the sitcom laugh-tracks, soap opera exaggerations, and newsroom gloom with small talk and sexism.

I found my father in the middle of the living room floor. His expression was blank, but it wasn’t aimed at me. He was lying flat-out, staring through lifeless eyes at the dusty light fixture that hung from the yellowed ceiling like an abscess on jaundiced skin. His left arm was elevated, casually flopped onto the brown leather sofa; his head was resting against the cold laminate floor. A small trickle of blood had leaked out from underneath his head, drying and darkening on the wood like congealed varnish.

The front door was still open, my left hand on its edge, my right still grasping the keys. I didn’t know how I was supposed to react, what I was supposed to do.

A strong stench hung in the air, something I had never encountered before fused with plenty of smells that I had. My father was a clean freak, and when he wasn’t scrubbing or dusting, he was bleaching the surfaces and the floor. The pungent smell of bleach and scented polish had become impregnated with the smell of feces. The odor faced me like a wall as I finally found the courage to move forward, leaving the door open.

My heart was pounding and my legs were trembling, but I made it over to my father’s body. I knelt down on unsafe legs, stretched a wobbly arm, and touched the flesh around his neck. He was cold and I couldn’t find a pulse.

I looked into the face of my father. Eyes that had previously shone with utter contentment and flared with demonic rage were now blank and void of life. The blood that had pooled on the floor came from a small cut at the base of his head. There was no blood anywhere else. No cuts, no obvious signs of injury. All of my medical know-how came from TV shows, but any idiot could spot if someone had been bludgeoned to death or not, and he hadn’t.

I sat by his side, staring blankly for what could have been minutes but may have been hours.
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The flashing lights and the pace of the ambulance seemed a little redundant as it screeched to a stop outside my house. My father was dead—I told them as much over the phone—no amount of haste was going to save him.

The paramedics spoke in dulcet tones and went about their macabre business in relative silence, bagging his body and carrying it to the back of the ambulance. They said it was most likely a heart attack, which I had already suspected. Years of bottled-up anger, a lazy lifestyle, and a bad diet had finally caught up with him. The paramedics had a practiced look of pity, but they didn’t really seem to know what to do with me. I was too old to console by getting on one knee, patting me on the shoulder, and telling me everything would be all right. I was too cold and indifferent for a hug.

“Where is your mother?” one of them asked when my father’s body had been carted away like a broken appliance.

I shrugged. I had been asking myself the same question for years.

“Is she alive?” he pushed.

A little insensitive, but I understood his intentions.

“She doesn’t live here anymore.”

He nodded slowly and fired an inquisitive glance at his partner, standing idle by the back of the ambulance.

“Someone will be here for you soon. Is there anyone who can look after you?” he asked with a furtive glance down the street.

A few neighbors had appeared to watch the unfolding drama, their heads popping out of open windows and through hedges like predators sensing prey. The heads that were close enough to hear the raised voice of the paramedic ducked out of sight.

“I’ll be fine.”

He gave me a creased smile, a half nod, and then he disappeared. The lights on the ambulance turned off, the speed minimal as they carried the deceased cargo to the hospital.

Ten minutes later, two police officers came to the house. They began by offering their deepest regrets and sympathies, and then they invited themselves in and asked me questions.

They asked about the cut above my eye, sustained during Darren’s earlier attack. They asked which school I went to, their fine-tuned observational skills failing to notice the large crest on the school uniform I was wearing. They asked how long my journey to and from school was; if I walked, if I took the bus, if there was ever any variation in whether I did or did not.

I lost my patience but I answered their questions, despite none of them being relevant. They also asked if I had anyone else to look after me, and at that I shrugged.

“Grandparents?”

I had one surviving grandparent. She was a borderline invalid who relied on a succession of caregivers just to take a shit in the morning.

I shook my head.

“Any family friends or godparents we can leave you with in the meantime?”

My father had plenty of friends, but I didn’t like any of them and none of them liked me.

“No.”

“No one at all?”

I looked into his eyes and sighed inwardly. There was one person—a despicable, worthless human being. He seemed to like me and he certainly liked my father, but I didn’t like him. Nor did I respect him.

“My father’s brother,” I said regretfully.

The police officer’s eyebrows rose in confusion. “You mean your uncle?”

“If you prefer to call him that.” I didn’t. I didn’t want to think of him as my anything, but I had to acknowledge that, as the only surviving member of the family who still had control of his bladder, and one who my father—for whatever reason—respected, he was my guardian.

I gave them his number and they said they would get in touch. They repeatedly offered to put me up for a night or two at a hostel, to get me out of a house where the floor was still stained with the blood of my dead father and the air was still warm with his dying breath, but I refused. I didn’t want to go anywhere.

In any other town, and with any other police force, they might have taken me to get the support I refused. At the very least they would have waited to ensure that I was safe in the company of social services. But in Whitegate, where the police rarely went out of their way to uphold the law and were often the ones breaking it, things worked a little differently. Still, at least they pretended to care.

——

The police were gone for an hour before I finally stood and took my eyes off the blood-stained floor. I made myself a cup of tea, which I drank standing over the sink, staring into the back garden.

The grass was perfectly manicured, tended by my father’s own hands. He was out there most nights, planting, seeding, or harvesting from his small vegetable patch, pruning and picking at the flowers that ran an aesthetically pleasing border around the meadow green grass, or enjoying the heat and the fruits of his labor while sipping a beer on the deck.

I drained the contents of the cup and traced my father’s last steps through the house. At the top of the stairs, the door to his office was open, an office that he locked when he wasn’t inside and sometimes even when he was, an office where he spent the majority of his time, hiding away in the darkness, while I studied the stream of flickering blue light that whispered underneath the door like an spectral cipher.

“Every man needs a room to himself,” he told me once. I had my bedroom, which he made a point of never entering, and he had his office. “The rest of the house is for both of us.”

It felt a little treacherous entering his office, but I was intrigued. I had only been in on a few occasions over the years and had never been invited. It had looked very plain on those occasions, just like any office of a man who really doesn’t need an office.

I crossed the threshold with a sense of achievement and took in the sights I had previously been reprimanded for witnessing. There was nothing grand about the office, nothing out of the ordinary. Far from the bachelor pad I would have expected it to be, the office had no visible bottles of alcohol sitting proud and half empty. No porn magazines stacked high beside a box of tissues. No football memorabilia or framed pictures of overpriced and unachievable cars. It was simple, boring. The room was tiny. The smallest room in our semi-detached house. The window was tucked away in the corner, small, dusted and covered with a thick curtain that blocked out any light and any intrusive eyes. Against the back wall was a short desk, on top of which sat a computer with a screen so heavy it bent the wooden desk. Many times I had heard him tapping away at the keyboard. I never asked him what he was writing and he never volunteered to tell me. In a time before the Internet became a social norm and an accepted technology for what seemed like every single household on the planet, and long before chat and instant messaging became popular, I could only assume he was keeping a diary, typing out notes for his job, or maybe even writing a novel.

The swivel chair in front of the desk sank with a pleasant sigh when I sat down. Reams of paper gathered dust in the corner. Pens cluttered up the desk. Sticky notes scrawled with illegible words were strewn about. Junk mail sat unopened. Two empty pop bottles lay under the bottom of the desk.

The desk unit, a cheap and weighty construction, was supported by four heavy drawers, two on either side. I was disappointed to find the first of these empty. There was a bottle of whiskey in the second, and it was half-empty. It cheered me up to see that. At least there was some sense of normality in what my father had been doing here. The whiskey looked expensive and old. A crystal tumbler had been turned upside down over its top and a few drips had leaked from the glass and dried on the bottle. He had drunk from it recently. Maybe it was the last thing he had done.

There was also a picture in the drawer, creased, worn. I picked it up and straightened it out. It had been taken ten years ago on a sun-drenched holiday to the south of Spain. Mine and my mother’s first trip abroad. Our only family holiday, discounting the miserable rainy summer in Scarborough I spent with my father a year after she left.

In the picture, I was sitting happily between my parents, their arms sloped over my tiny shoulders, our eyes, alive with happiness, staring into the camera, caught in mid-laugh. The picture had been taken by a fellow tourist, a stranger whose face I can’t even remember, yet one that had been part of the happiest moment of my life.

In the third drawer was a Polaroid camera and a few cartridges. I picked up the heavy camera and felt its weight. This hadn’t been the camera he had used all those years ago—that had been disposable, cheap; those pictures needed developing. I took my picture, expecting the camera to fail. It startled me when it flashed.

A little photo jutted out, a blurred picture of my nonchalant expression in transition. I stared at the little image without emotion. I shook it a little and blew on it, actions I had seen on television but never performed myself. The photo was clear before long. The camera definitely worked.

I put it on the desk and rummaged in the drawer some more, but there was little else of interest. I tried to open the final drawer but it resisted with a shudder. Like the others, there was a lock in the top right corner, a small pinhole mechanism, but unlike the others, this one had been engaged.

The lock was there for the illusion of safety more than anything else, something to make the home-office user think their junk was worth securing. I gripped the handle with both hands and pulled. The small slip of metal holding the drawer in place bent and snapped with a pathetic whine before the drawer sprang open.

There were a few floppy disks inside, along with a small ring-box. My dad still wore the ring my mother had given him when they shared their vows; he hadn’t seen the need to take it off. He hadn’t had any serious relationships since, certainly nothing worthy of a ring and a proposal. I opened the box to discover a small key, nestled into the grove where a ring would usually go. Not sure what my father’s cryptic plan was, I took out the key, pocketed it, and dropped the empty box back into the drawer.

I wasn’t interested in the floppy disks just yet; my curiosity could wait. It had been a long day. I slammed the bottom drawer, watched the wooden frame bounce against the broken lock, and then removed the whiskey from the top drawer. Using the glass my father had probably held that afternoon, I poured myself a large measure. I had only drunk on two previous occasions and both of those had been with my father. When I was thirteen, we had shared a beer during one of the England football team’s many failings. I didn’t like football and I don’t think he did either, but he had been caught up in the moment down at the pub, his friends cheering behind him.

The second time was just last year. My fifteenth birthday. Trying to make up for the lack of a party—something I didn’t want and had no friends to invite to—he took me out for the day, culminating in a pub lunch and a couple of pints. He practically had to carry me home after my second pint, but the day hadn’t been all that bad.

My first few sips of the expensive whiskey were hard to swallow and made me gag and cough simultaneously, but after that it became easier. I could feel the fluid tracing a line of warmth to my stomach, the aches and pains of the beating and everything else fading away under the amber glow.

I finished the glass within twenty minutes, already intoxicated. I put the bottle back in the drawer, reclined in the chair with my feet up on the desk, and fell into a much appreciated sleep.

——

I woke with a start, the chair turning and twirling at my sudden movement.

I checked my watch. I had been asleep for four hours. The sun had already dipped over a graying horizon, leaving nothing more than an afterglow to light the skies. There was a sour taste in my mouth and a pain above my right eye. I cleared my throat, clawing and coughing until a sticky block of saliva dislodged itself.

Downstairs, I took a long drink of water and swallowed two aspirin. I stood over the sink and stared out of the back window, feeling the last dregs of water creeping down my esophagus and into my stomach, lubricating the path the alcohol had scorched.

I wondered what the key was for, what sort of treasures my father thought it necessary to hide. It wasn’t for a door, a car, or a safety deposit box; those keys would be smaller, newer. This was old and looked like it belonged to a trunk or an old box, but what could possibly be worth locking away? It could have been money, but unless he was avoiding taxes or stockpiling blood money, there was no need for him to hide it. His wife was gone, he had no long-term relationship or an obligatory joint bank account to accompany it. I didn’t have access to his bank account either, so if he was hiding money, he was hiding it from himself.

For a moment I wondered if he had a gun. Then it dawned on me, breaking through the pain of my headache. What if the box held the secrets to my mother’s disappearance? My father had never really talked about her, vaguely stating that she moved away and probably wasn’t coming back. He didn’t blame me for it and I didn’t blame myself, but I had always wondered.

I took the key out of my pocket. It was thick and looked like it would unlock the front gates to a manor house. I gripped it in my palm, the steel digging into my flesh.

I began my search in his office. I took apart the drawers and checked behind them. There was a lot of dust, even some scraps of paper from candy wrappers that had wormed their way into the abyss (more proof of his normalcy), but there was nothing that required a key. Nothing under the desk and nothing hidden discreetly away among the things in or around it. Nothing on the windowsill, where the thick curtain acted as a safe itself.

I checked the attic, a musty place where I rarely ventured. The light fizzled and popped when I turned it on, giving off a faint burning smell as the intense heat scorched the accumulation of dust that had coated the bulb. There were signs of life up there, droppings from small animals, feathers from trapped and desperate birds. A couple of boxes of old clothes; a box of Christmas decorations; a box of old vinyl records; two jackets, out of fashion long before I was born and probably long before my father was born; a tattered foosball table, lumped into a carrier bag with a set of toy soldiers and a broken toy keyboard.

I searched for a few hours but found nothing. The attic was joined on both sides by the neighbors’ roof spaces. A small cinder block wall separated them, but anyone with a touch of guile and a modicum of desire could get over it. If they so desired, they could hop from the attic at the end of the street all the way to ours. Because of that, it seemed improbable my father would hide something valuable up there. It didn’t matter if it was locked or not—if someone stole the box, it was still lost to him. I pushed on regardless. By the time I had finished, scouring every inch of the roof space, I was drained and ready for another nap.

Dejected, I made my way to the kitchen, rifling through the fridge to find anything flat and innocuous I could stick between two slices of bread and call dinner. I made do with slices of watery ham and cheese that was past its use-by date.

As I bit into the sandwich, I found myself looking out of the window again. There was a small spotlight in the back garden, pinned to the back wall. Its radiant glow lit up the garden like a football field whenever the light was activated by movement; mostly moths and mice. It served its purpose whenever my father ventured out in the twilight hours to putter around his own square of nature.

I surveyed his hard work as I ate, crumbs showering into the sink, wedges of insipid fare fighting their way down my throat. He had toiled for years in the garden, working his fingers to their muddy stumps, coating his clothes and skin with caked mud and sweat. It all seemed pointless now that he was no longer around to maintain it. I wasn’t a gardener, I didn’t know where to begin. In my hands, the garden would die an unjust and disheveled death.

At the head of the garden, bordered by a tall fence that marked the end of my father’s patch of paradise, rested a row of blooming flowers, their magnificence caught in the glare of the security light. He had spent many hours making sure the garden bloomed in one shade or another, and now the seeds of summer were ripe.

The yard was so well manicured and maintained that a small bald patch in its center stood out like a disfiguring scar on a beautiful face.

My mouth stopped mid-chew. For someone who had meticulously planted and arranged a flower bed, it seemed anomalous to leave a small patch of dirt untended. The soil looked ready to plant, like the vegetable patch that had recently yielded a promising batch of carrots and was now awaiting seeding.

I swallowed the moist bread and cheese and retrieved a small trowel that my dad kept under the sink. I turned off the security light, making sure no nosy neighbors could see me. Kneeling in the mud, careful not to disturb the flowers, I hastily dug.

After less than two minutes of digging, a foot deep in the ground, the trowel crunched against solid steel. I rolled up my sleeves and reached inside the earth until my fingers brushed against the surface of a box. It was thick, solid, and heavy, despite its fairly diminutive size.

Lugging it across the garden with the support of my stomach, I carried it into the house and plonked it down on the kitchen counter. It braced the surface with a heavy clunk and I just managed to pull my fingers out from underneath before it crushed them. A small worm had attached itself to the side, embedded in a clump of mud that clung to the steel like a scab. It flopped onto the counter, took a minute to gather its bearings, and then wiggled a slow path toward the sink.

The key fit the box like a rusted glove. I heard a grating sound of defiance when it turned and a rusted groan when it opened.

I’m not sure what I expected when I looked inside. I prepared myself for a surprise, but when I peeled open the lid and peered in, I felt the contents of my stomach rush to my throat. I moved my head away from the box just in time as a torrent of liquid vomit sprayed across the kitchen surface, bathing the worm and everything else in a bath of regurgitated sandwich and hydrochloric acid, scented with the musty tones of single-malt whiskey.
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The box was filled with manila envelopes, all of which had been scrawled with a single name and sealed. The seal on the top envelope, marked with the name Sandra and penned in my father’s neat hand, had broken and the contents had spilled out.

The first sight to greet me was a Polaroid picture of a woman. She was young, blonde, pretty, naked, and dead. She was lying stretched out on a carpet that had been dyed red with her blood. Her stomach sliced open, her innards popping out through the bisected flesh. Her large intestine stroked up her body like an alien tentacle, toward breasts that had been violently mutilated. Her nipples sliced off.

I wasn’t squeamish, but I hadn’t expected to see what I had. I had never witnessed anything so grotesque, so violent, not even in films. My stomach hadn’t been prepared.

I took a few deep breaths, braced myself, and looked back inside the box, fighting away nausea as I rifled through more of the pictures. A lot of them showed her after death, before and during mutilation. The rest were of her when she was alive, spied through the eyes of a voyeuristic lens. Snaps of her shopping; answering the door to a delivery man; having coffee with a friend; looking forlornly out a restaurant window. I’d seen this woman before.

I tipped out the envelope, spilling the contents into the box. A picture of her laughing with friends; one of her behind a desk; on the phone; eating dinner. Then, flopping out like the prize from a box of cereal, was a tiny, laminated slip.

It looked like a pair of buttons, neatly encased in their factory-sealed strip. I picked them up and studied them. They were small, off-colored, almost brown. I turned them over in my hand and then placed them to one side. Only when I looked back in the box, back at the picture of mutilation staring at me from the steel base, did I realize the two small buttons were the woman’s nipples. I gagged a little as the acid in my throat threatened to release again, but I managed to keep it down.

My heart was fluttering, tapping a round of palpitations the likes of which I had never experienced. But none of it was out of fear. It was astonishment, muddled with a touch of pride and respect. Was my father The Butcher? Was it possible that the happy, friendly man who had guided me through my miserable life was the most vicious killer in recent history?

I ran back into the living room and practically dove onto the couch. Under the seat I found a newspaper, ruffled, creased and ripped in places. I grabbed at it roughly and erratically flicked through the pages until I found what I sought: pages four to eight, a detailed analysis of The Butcher’s victims. There, smiling happily from her passport photo, was victim number twelve, Sandra Goldstein. The same blonde whose disembodied nipples I had just held.

I took the newspaper to the kitchen, laid it out on the counter. I opened more of the envelopes, checking off the macabre sights inside against the pictures of the victims in the newspaper. One victim after another—this one’s throat had been slit; that one’s fingers and toes had been amputated; this man’s testicles had been removed; this woman’s scalp had been sliced off.

It was a sordid collection of sickness, and one that I had taken great delight in reading about over the last few years. The thought had never crossed my mind that my own father had been the source. Even as I searched through his disturbing deeds, I found the idea hard to digest.

The paper confirmed everything in the photos and with each collection came another prize. A lock of hair, neatly encased in laminate; folds of skin still clinging to hair follicles; a piece of skin, dried, preserved, and stored in multiple pieces of plastic wrap; a finger; a toe; a testicle.

I dropped them back in the box and leaned against the counter, exhausted. I was breathing heavily, my eyes wide. As hard as it was to believe my father was a notorious serial killer, it was an invigorating discovery. I respected him for it. No more was he just a friendly, happy-go-lucky idiot who ran with the crowd and wanted to be a part of it. He was a vicious killer, a man who probably hated the world more than I did.

But what did that mean? Why did I struggle to fit in and he didn’t? If anything, he should have had a harder time than I had. He had desires to murder, to mutilate, to destroy. He was a beast, a vicious demon who spent his days destroying life. How did he manage to fit in when all the while he—like me—was dreaming about ripping the throats of the very people he was befriending?

Was he like me? Did he feel the way I did?

I hovered back over the box. Alongside the envelopes were some floppy disks. I took these upstairs, making sure I locked the box first.

I booted up my father’s computer. There was little of interest on there. A few card games, a puzzle game, a word processor. No files hidden in the open. I slid in one of the floppy disks. With my heart pounding in delightful anticipation and my hand trembling over the mouse, I opened up the most recent of two files.


Eliza Rowntree. A pretty little thing, no more than eighteen. Popular, friendly, athletic. Stunning body. Amazing eyes. Perfect skin.

I strangled her with my bare hands. The best way for her to go. I had to feel every inch of her depart. Watch the fear in her eyes and sense the stench of desperation on her breath.

I took my time destroying her.

I used a scalpel to carve out her eyes. So beautiful. I took a lock of her hair and a piece of her skin. She was my favorite victim.



I couldn’t imagine my father writing what I had just read. It read like the diary of a madman, so succinct, so brutal. I read the second document; it was longer, more precise, detailing everything that Eliza did. Her weekly schedule, her daily routine. It even mentioned the dates of her menstrual cycle and when her parents usually visited. It was dated two months before the entry on her murder. Two months of methodical stalking before he had killed her.

The other disks described other murders and other victims. It wasn’t enough for me. I wanted to know why my father had done it, why he had chosen his victims. I found a suggestion of what I was looking for on a disk created five years ago, around the time of the first Butcher murder.


I wanted more. I didn’t get enough with him. It was gratifying, it was fun, but it could have been better.

I hunted down my first female victim. A prostitute. Skinny. Probably a drug addict. Her lips were chafed. Eyes sunken. Despite her evident drawbacks, she was pretty. She would do.

I took her to the woods. I suggested we get out of the car, as I didn’t want to mess up the interior with our bodily fluids. She didn’t object. She took off her knickers. Pinned herself nonchalantly up against a tree. Waited casually, chewing gum.

I felt disgusted. She wasn’t even looking at me. Her pinpricked pupils were staring at everything but me, despite the fact that she was half naked and waiting for me to fuck her. I persevered nevertheless. I pinned her throat to the tree. She didn’t object at first, assuming I was just kinky. She was probably working out how much extra to charge me when the realization dawned.

I closed my hand around her throat, so tight I could feel the gum slide down as she swallowed and prepared to scream. I clasped my free hand around her diseased lips. Squeezed until the blood drained from her face.

With my free hand, I worked open my zipper. I was excited and eager, but my penis wasn’t. I left it dangling. Waiting.

I ripped off her top, exposing an exquisite pair of breasts. Big, firm, smooth. I stared at them. Sunk my face into them. There was no movement. No erection.

I thrust myself up against her, feeling her dry clitoris against the skin of my flaccid penis. A few pubic hairs, missed by the razor, brushed against my foreskin as I pumped myself back and forward.

She screamed underneath the flesh of my palm. She bit my hand. I pulled it away in surprise and she freed herself. Kicking her heels into the undergrowth, disappearing into the forest.

I followed her. Stalking around in the darkness, my pants still open, my eyes refusing to leave the grayness ahead of me. I enjoyed the chase. Striding through the fields. Avoiding the noisy leaves and twigs underfoot. Listening to the distant skips and stumbles as she struggled to run and hide.

I reached a dead end. A wall of foliage. I pinned my ears to the air, heard her thick breaths, the perspiring sounds of an addict and a smoker. She was waiting behind a tree. Hiding. Petrified and breathless.

I took her in my grasp for the second time. She was crying. Bawling her eyes out. Pleading and sobbing with every breath. I squeezed tighter and tighter until her eyes bulged. Her screams stopped. I used both of my hands to wring the life out of her like a wet towel.

She slumped. Lifeless and breathless in the still night air.

I was fully erect. I let her body drop. Eager for more.

I dismissed the thought of having sex with her. She disgusted me as much dead as she did alive, but when I began to manipulate her body, I felt something I have never felt before. It was a fulfillment and an excitement topped only by squeezing the last dregs of life out of her.

I finished her off with the tools in my boot. A pair of pliers for her bones. A scalpel for her flesh. I let the rain wash away the blood from my hands and face. It was reckless. It was risky. But it was fun. In the future, I will be more careful.



Every killing had been documented. All twelve murders over the last five years, along with a few that hadn’t been attributed to The Butcher. I took great pleasure in reading about them, amazed that the image of The Butcher in my mind, an image created through years of avid reading and daydreaming, had now morphed into that of my father. It seemed illogical that he could have done such a thing, and yet he had.

I finished reading the macabre material, packed everything back in the box, and buried it back in the garden. I kept the key for myself, depositing it in my underwear drawer.

I didn’t know why my dad did what he did—why he started or why he continued—but it didn’t matter. He had done it. He had created a legend. He had created a God. Everyone feared him, everyone respected him, everyone revered him. And now what? Felled by something natural, something he couldn’t control … probably a heart attack, the cruelest and most primal of physiological failures. This wasn’t how great men died. It didn’t seem right. It wasn’t fair.

The press anticipated his killings with giddy glee—each succession of slaughter another front page for their newspaper and another twenty-minute slot for their prime-time news show. Everyone awaited news of his next victim, every emaciated prostitute who had little choice but to stand on the streets and sell her body for a fix; every trembling teenager forced to walk home alone; every otherwise physically capable adult who imposed their company on others to avoid being alone.

And now what? Their fear would grow, stagnate, and then, eventually, die. The Butcher would retire to the pages of history. An interesting segment in a book of unsolved crimes. His legend, borne of fear, reverence, and spectacular brutality, would fade with an anti-climactic whimper.

It was obvious what I had to do. I would like to say that I deliberated over it for a few days and maybe even suffered a series of sleepless nights. That would make sense, after all. But there was no deliberation, no sleepless nights. I had made my mind up before I had even realized the full extent of what my father had created.

I had to take over. I had to continue my father’s legend. I had to become The Butcher.
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Barry Barlow. One of the most feared and despised kids in my school. A friend and a brother-in-thuggish-arms to Darren Henderson, the bully who had tortured my educational existence since its lowly inception.

He wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed. People said that he and Darren Henderson were two peas in a pod, but the truth was that Barry was as connected to Darren as a genital wart was to a sexually transmitted infection. He was the bum-fluff to his penis, the hangnail to his broken finger. But, as useless as he was, there was no denying that he and Darren were close, which was the first stumbling block I encountered when I decided to murder Darren Henderson.
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