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INTRODUCTION

by JA Konrath

 


When you read this book, you'll smile a lot.
You'll also laugh. Some very warped yet hysterical things happen in
this story.

But keep in mind it's a horror novel.
Jeff Strand knows comedy, but he also knows how to make the reader
squirm.

And trust me. You will squirm.

There is some very scary stuff here. Stuff
that will prompt you to turn on the lights and check on the
children and make sure all the doors are locked tight.

Don't let the comedy throw you.

You have been warned.




JA Konrath (aka Jack Kilborn)

Schaumburg, IL 2011

http://www.jakonrath.com
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PROLOGUE

A Parent's Cruel Wish Fulfilled

 


I was born late and painfully. Though I
didn't grow up to be an abnormally huge guy, I was a very large
infant, and my mom insisted that my birth hurt worse than any other
baby who'd ever popped out of its mother in the history of the
known universe. I'm sure this isn't true, since it's not like I had
claws or spikes or anything, and she didn't have any other personal
childbirth experiences with which to make a direct comparison, but
that was her story.

From birth until age two, I was the most well
behaved kid in the world, I'm told. Lots of smiling, no colic, and
a good eater. Then, when I hit the terrible twos, I made up for my
brief lifetime of positive behavior by turning into the loudest,
most hyperactive kid who had ever existed. (Again, I believe this
was exaggerated to make whatever point my parents were trying to
make each time they brought it up.)

By age five, apparently my mom and dad were
allowed to eat in restaurants again, though the plan to produce a
sibling had long since been abandoned.

I can't remember for sure, but I think I was
seven when my parents first suggested that it was going to be
really, really funny someday when I had kids who acted just like
me. My response was that these would be most charming children
indeed, though I was being a smartass when I said it.

As I raced toward my teenage years, the
threat of having offspring of my own intensified to something that
my parents insisted would drive me to an early grave, similar to
the one I was driving them toward.

"You're going to have a son just like you,
and he's going to leave the freezer door open all night just like
you, and he's going to ruin a hundred and thirty dollars' worth of
meat just like you, and the stress is going to kill you,"
said my mom, after I'd missed an important step in the process of
properly obtaining a bowl of ice cream in the middle of the
night.

My thought on the matter was, no, I wouldn't,
because unlike my own mom and dad, I'd been sufficiently warned. I
wasn't going to have any kids. For that to happen I'd have to get
married, and that was only for total losers. I was a free spirit!
Ain't nobody gonna tie Andrew Mayhem down!

I got in trouble for using the word
"ain't."

I honestly don't think I was a problematic
teenager. Okay, I wasn't great in school, and this was during a
time when parents would actually discipline their kids for bad
grades instead of yelling at the teacher for making the tests too
hard. And there were the occasional calls home because of an
"attitude problem," and, yeah, detention was not unknown to me, and
I tended to treat my curfew as a recommended guideline, and...all
right, I was not a flawless model. But I never had parties that
involved the house being trashed, I never did anything illegal
except for some moderate trespassing, and any random drug test my
parents might have sprung on me would have come back negative.

And despite the "You'll have kids of your own
someday!" promises, I did not impregnate any of my (very few) high
school girlfriends. It helps when most of your romantic experience
comes from dating a girl named Charlene who vowed to wait a) until
marriage, or b) until a football player named Joey casually hit on
her at a party, whichever came first.

I did a lot of drinking in college, but I was
living in a dorm, so my mom and dad didn't have to witness it. I
called them every Monday night without fail, except when I was
drunk. Most of the conversations were about how much they loved me,
and, oh, yeah, since they were making a substantial financial
contribution to my college education, could I try not to flunk any
more classes?

When I was twenty-one, my dad got a new job
and they moved up to the Florida panhandle. It was only about three
and a half hours away, but I'll admit it: I cried a little bit.

I drove up there for Thanksgiving, a visit
that was delayed because my laughable excuse for a car broke down
and I didn't have any money and I'd maxed out my one credit card.
They were more than happy to bail me out. Then, through a series of
events that involved not one, not two, not three, but four poor
judgment calls on my part, I burned up most of their backyard. Oh,
I wasn't drunk; I just thought I'd found a way to cook the turkey
that was superior to my mom's original plan of "put it in the
oven."

"So what do you want to do with your life?"
Dad asked, as we sat in the den, watching a football game that
interested neither of us.

The question had come out of nowhere. Mom was
usually the "What are your hopes and dreams?" person.

I shrugged. "Lots of things."

"Are any of them practical?"

"I want to start a band."

"Not practical."

"I might want to go into marketing."

"Did you take any marketing classes?"

"No, but I think I will."

"I'm not trying to be a pain, son, but don't
you think that taking marketing classes in your last semester of
college is a bit late?"

"Last semester?"

"You're graduating after next semester,
right?"

"Ah. Yes. I think I am. I'm sure I am. Yes.
Sorry, I misheard the question. Yes, I'm pretty sure I'm graduating
next semester."

Dad closed his eyes and sighed. "Does your
mother know you aren't graduating?"

"I am graduating. I was distracted by the
game—I mean, the commercial that's on, so I didn't hear what you
said. I have to pay attention to commercials if I want to be
successful at marketing."

"All right. Just remember, son, that guilt
doesn't make a very fluffy pillow."

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. "I know
that."

"I love you, Andrew."

I gaped at him, horrified. Dad was not one to
just randomly hurl out an "I love you" without it being said to him
first. "Are you dying? Do you have leukemia?"

"No. Your mother and I are just worried about
you. We understand that you're still young, and some flowers take
longer to blossom, but you should have some sort of life
plan by now, don't you think?"

"None of my friends have life plans. Roger
doesn't."

"I'm not saying that you should have a
detailed map. Just maybe a general direction. A very general
direction. Something. Your mother and I support you in everything
you do—I mean, assuming you don't start selling pot or anything
like that—but am I telling you anything you don't know when I
suggest that disaster follows you around?"

"No, I'm aware of that."

"I do not have leukemia. I do have an ulcer.
Your mother and I need to know that you're going to be okay, so if
you could just give us a tiny bit of a hint that you have some sort
of plan, we'd sleep better at night."

"I guess...I, uh, guess I'm going to take
those marketing classes and see how they go. And then graduate next
semester for sure."

"Okay. I hope they go well."

"They will."

"You'll have kids someday, son, and you'll
realize how hard it is to be a parent. We just worry. Do you
understand?"

"It can't be that hard. It's not like I live
at home."

"Trust me, son. It's hard."

When I was twenty-three, I graduated college
with a major in Theatre and married Helen. Since Helen was
approximately eight hundred and fifty-six million times more
responsible than me, my parents were elated. Helen was a couple of
years older than me, a registered nurse, and we planned to enjoy
five years of domestic bliss and career establishment and then
start a family.

She got pregnant on our honeymoon.

Mom thought this was funnier than I did.

Despite the drive, Mom and Dad were a huge
help with our daughter Theresa, showing up at least once a month to
see their granddaughter. They did the same thing after Kyle was
born.

Mom told me all the time how proud she was of
me. And then she laughed her ass off whenever I told her dirty
diaper and baby barf stories.

A couple of weeks before Kyle's third
birthday, Dad had a stroke. It wasn't fatal or massively
debilitating, and after he got out of the hospital I spent several
weeks with them (fortunately, I was between jobs at the moment;
unfortunately, that wasn't an unusual state for me) helping them
get back to their normal lives. But after that, Mom and Dad didn't
travel much.

I called them on a regular basis, sharing
more tales of mischievous children. Sometimes I used the word
"bratty." I'm not proud of that.

As my kids got older, I called less often
than I should have. Most of the time Mom would call me, and lightly
scold me for going so long without calling, and I'd gently remind
her that she also owned a telephone device that was not only
capable of receiving calls but making them as well, and she'd say
that she knew I was under a lot of stress and didn't want to call
at an inconvenient time, and I'd concede her point and promise to
call more often in the future.

When I told Mom that I'd had a vasectomy, she
laughed and told me that Dad had had one, too, about twenty-five
years ago. That kind of hurt my feelings. Mom suggested that Dad
and I should compare notes, which we did not do because my father
and I did not have the kind of relationship where we could openly
discuss things like vasectomy experiences.

It turned out to be a botched vasectomy,
which is to say that I went through all of the anguish and leg
crossing and discomfort and embarrassment so that I would not be
able to impregnate my wife, yet I still impregnated my wife. You
can guess how happy I was about that, though I'll admit to a brief
moment of masculine pride.

When I called Mom and Dad to tell them that
Helen was pregnant with our third child, Mom did not let out the
tornado of hysterical laughter that I would have anticipated. The
first thing she said was "Are you going to be okay?"

I assured her that I was.

Then lots of horrible things happened, and I
wasn't so sure.

 


* * *

 


Helen and I gazed up at the sonogram monitor,
which featured bizarre shapes that looked like nothing identifiable
as a human or even alien child. The sight brought tears to our eyes
anyway.

She'd taken a beating, but she hadn't lost
the baby. She was one strong mother and she was going to have one
strong kid.

"Is it a boy or girl?" Helen asked.

The doctor smiled. "Both."

My eyes widened. "Oh my God! The kid's a
hermaphrodite?"

Helen laughed and playfully swatted my arm.
"No, you goof. He means we're having twins." The realization of
that fact quickly sunk in and her voice became somewhat less
chipper. "Twins."

"Actually, no," said the doctor.
"Triplets."

Helen swatted my arm again. This time it
wasn't quite as playful.

God, I wanted my mother.


CHAPTER ONE

 


As I drove us home from the doctor's office,
our already fragile minds strained to process the bombshell.

"Triplets?"

Helen nodded in a most zombie-like
manner.

"Three of them?"

"Yeah."

"But that's...that's..." I applied the brakes
a bit too firmly at the red light. "That's a two hundred and fifty
percent increase in our children!"

"One hundred and fifty."

"From two to five..." I did some mental
calculations. "Okay, you're right, but it's still a shitload of
kids!"

"I know."

"We're dead."

"We're not dead."

"I think we can both agree that we're
dead."

"We'll get through it," Helen said. "We
always do."

"Yeah, we always get through it, but we're
all messed up when it's over!" I held up my left hand, which was
missing the pinky because of the last event we'd gotten through.
"See?"

"I wish you'd quit showing me that."

"You're supposed to love me, despite my
grotesque mutilation."

"I do love you, but it doesn't mean I
always want to look at your missing finger."

"It's not the finger, it's the stump."

"Do you think we could return to the serious
conversation?" Helen asked. "The light's green."

"I know." I drove through the intersection,
wondering if there were legal restrictions that prohibited somebody
from driving after learning that his wife was going to have
triplets. There should've been, because quite honestly the idea of
participating in an eighteen-car pileup didn't sound all that bad
right now.

Okay, no, that wasn't true, but still...three
more kids?

If this is your first time reading about my
madcap escapades, you may be thinking "Yes, five children is
perhaps a bit more than absolutely necessary, but it's not all
that out of hand. What's the big deal?"

The big deal is that I'm a freakin' neodymium
magnet for trouble—often in the form of depraved murderers—and I've
been unable to keep the two kids I already have out of it.

It was bad enough when they were both
kidnapped. Theresa was eight and Kyle was six. I came out of that
situation a lot worse than they did (ask to see my extensive scar
collection), but still, there was some damage.

The really bad stuff happened during the
grand adventure that cost me my pinky. I've already written about
it in almost too much detail elsewhere and I don't feel like
dwelling on it here, but under the influence of a hallucinatory
drug, taken involuntarily, I almost murdered my daughter. She was
still having nightmares four months later. I didn't live at home
because of it.

I'm not saying that Theresa saw me as a
knife-wielding monster or anything like that. I visited my kids
almost every day, and Theresa would talk to me and give me hugs and
ask me to help with her homework and treat me like a normal dad.
But until she stopped waking up in the middle of the night
screaming that Daddy was trying to kill her—and whether it was my
fault or not, I had tried—Helen didn't think I should sleep
in the same house.

I didn't agree with this approach. I thought
it would be much healthier for Theresa if I were there to comfort
her after those dreams. But Helen wanted me out of the house after
bedtime, and though I'm one dense guy, I do understand that the
pregnant woman gets her way.

And though Helen never said it, and even
though the root cause of my actions had been clearly defined, and
even though there was no hint that I would ever do such a horrible
thing again...I kind of think Helen was worried that there could be
a reprisal. Maybe like an acid flashback. When your wife is
concerned that you might slip out of bed and sneak into your
daughter's bedroom with a butcher knife, you kind of have to
respect her request to sleep elsewhere.

Anyway, since I was apparently unable to
successfully care for the ten-year-old and the eight-year-old I had
now, how was I supposed to take care of a trio of
zero-year-olds?

I was thirty-four years old. When I was in my
fifties, I'd have three teenagers in the house. Oh my freaking
God.

Another problem: typically, the
aforementioned depraved murderers that always seem to pop up in my
life end up in pieces, or at least with lots of puncture wounds in
their dead bodies. Mr. Burke, the head honcho of my last unpleasant
experience, got away. He wasn't happy when we parted ways. There'd
been no sign of him since, even with an ongoing FBI investigation,
but in the back of my mind there was always the concern that he'd
be seeking revenge.

So, things weren't great in my life. However,
they were about to improve.

I'm kidding, of course.

 


* * *

 


Four months later...

Let's pretend you acquired a cat. A black cat
that you named "Reverse Snowflake." With all due respect to the
feline lovers reading this, Reverse Snowflake was not an awesome
cat. Though you hesitated to call him the worst cat in the world,
this cat, quite simply, sucked.

Now let's pretend that you dumped Reverse
Snowflake on your best friend. We'll call him Roger Tanglen. You
used the excuse that your wife was allergic to cats, which is the
truth, but if she wasn't you would have come up with some other
excuse, like "I'm worried that he'll steal my children's breath in
the middle of the night." Roger didn't want the damn cat. He was
quite vocal about this. Every time you went over to his apartment,
Roger would share some ghastly tale of deviant cat behavior and
politely request that you take the beast back.

Instead of being sympathetic to your best
friend's plight, you were amused by it.

Now let's pretend that you were now living in
Roger's apartment and sleeping on his couch. Every night, Reverse
Snowflake tried to chew on your ears, mate with your scalp, and
claw your eyes out if you made any sudden moves, forcing you to
sleep with a blanket pulled over your head like a little kid
frightened of the Boogeyman. This often happened while you could
hear Roger engaged in enthusiastic lovemaking with his gorgeous
girlfriend in his cat-free bedroom.

Welcome to my life.

"Rise and shine, Sunshine Buttercup," said
Roger, poking me in the side.

I pulled the blanket away from my head. "What
time is it?"

"Six-fifteen."

"Please burn in hell."

"C'mon, today's our big day! Where's the
excitement?"

"You need to get rid of that cat."

"No. I like him now. Get up."

"Five more minutes."

"Uh-uh. It's time to get up."

This conversation went on for two minutes
longer than the five minutes of extra sleep I'd requested, but
trust me, you don't want to read a complete transcript. Roger
eventually won, and shortly after that I stood in the shower,
trying to make the scalding hot water and invigorating scent of
soap wake me up.

I stood there for quite a while. I was not
invigorated.

Roger was right, though. It was a big day for
us. All I needed was eleven or twelve cups of coffee, and perhaps a
buzz of electroshock therapy, and I'd be fine.

I got out of the shower, dried off, combed my
hair more nicely than usual, and put on my snazzy new dress
clothes. I looked in the mirror and decided that, yes, if I were
seeking the services I was offering, I would hire myself.

When I walked out of the bathroom, Samantha
was seated on the couch. I hadn't liked her when she and Roger
first started dating, but that's mostly because I was being a
jealous whiny little baby, and I'd gotten over it. I suspected that
she was more than ready for me to stop living in Roger's apartment,
though because I had rescued her from an unspeakably horrific death
she wasn't inclined to be rude about it.

"Where's Roger?" I asked.

"He went to get bagels." Samantha smoothed
out her light blue bathrobe. "Can I talk to you for a minute?"

Aw, crap. "Sure," I said. There was
plenty of room on the couch, but I'm not ashamed to admit that her
incredible blonde beauty still made me kind of nervous, and I sat
on the recliner. "What's up?"

"I know that Roger and I have only been
together for a few months, but I've been thinking about it a lot,
and I don't feel like this is...temporary."

"He's a good catch," I said, because when
women start talking about relationships and stuff I get
uncomfortable and make lame comments like "He's a good catch."

"He's not great at expressing his feelings,
but I know he loves me, and I love him so much, and I want us to
share the rest of our lives together."

I nodded. "I'm really happy for you two. And
don't worry, if you're going to move in I'll clear out. Not that
you would want to live here. This place kinda sucks. You two would
obviously get a better place. I'll leave, either way."

"Well, I was thinking about more than just us
living together."

It took me a moment to figure out what she
was talking about, and then I couldn't help but smile.

"Really?"

"Yeah, really. What do you think?"

"Samantha, are you getting my permission to
ask Roger for his hand in marriage?"

She laughed nervously, which was surprising
and kind of cute because Samantha never got nervous. "Actually, I
am, sort of. Yes, I was going to propose to him."

"Seriously?"

"Yeah. Girl asking the guy. Would that
completely freak him out?"

"I have no clue," I admitted. Though we'd
been friends for almost twenty years, since high school, I didn't
know his attitude about non-traditional marriage proposals. He
certainly hadn't discussed the idea of them getting married with
me. Still, there was no question that the two of them had fantastic
energy together, and they'd been through some unbelievable trauma
without their relationship crumbling, so as far as I was concerned
they should join together in holy matrimony.

"What do you think about the idea?" she
asked. "I don't want to scare him away."

"I don't think you'll scare him too badly," I
said. "Have you two talked about getting married?"

"No. Not at all."

"You're not going to do one of those things
where you ask him on a Jumbotron at a baseball game or something
like that, are you? He's not good under pressure."

Samantha shook her head. "I was going to make
him dinner at my place tonight, and ask him there."

"Wow."

"Yeah."

"What are you making?"

"Spaghetti."

"That's good. He loves spaghetti."

"With green olive sauce."

"Oh, he hates—" An alarm bell went off in my
brain, screaming Shut up, dumbass! Shut up, dumbass! Shut up,
dumbass! and I stopped in mid-sentence.

"He hates green olives?"

"I honestly don't know his opinion of
them."

"He said it was the best spaghetti he'd
ever...oh, God, are you telling me that he was sparing my
feelings?"

I vigorously shook my head. "No, if he
thought your spaghetti was garbage he'd tell you, I promise."

"I can't believe this."

"There's nothing to worry about."

"I've made it for him on every special
occasion."

"He loves it."

"He's a much better liar than you are."

"He's not a liar," I said, knowing
that my voice and body language were giving off every possible
signal by which interrogators could determine that a suspect wasn't
telling the truth. I decided to stop lying and start pleading.
"Please don't not propose to him over this. It's a good kind of
lie. It's a 'Does this dress make my butt look big?' lie."

"Did he say my—?"

"No. Absolutely not."

She sighed. "Maybe I'll do meatballs."

"Meatballs are awesome."

The door opened, and Roger walked into the
living room, holding a brown bag. He gestured to it with the
dramatic flourish of a circus ringmaster. "Who
wants...bagels?"

Samantha gave him a dark look that I'd
received from Helen many times. "Are they green olive bagels?"

 


* * *

 


"Why do I get in trouble for being polite?"
Roger asked, as we drove through town. "If I had said 'Hey, I don't
like green olives' on our first date, there wouldn't have been a
second date, right?"

"Right," I agreed.

"She should be saying 'Wow, you've eaten that
nasty slop six or seven times out of love.' I should be
praised for this, not condemned."

"I totally agree."

"It's almost as if there are differences
between men and women. Vast differences. But there's no scientific
research to back that up."

As far as I knew, the proposal was still on.
I can be dumb, but I wasn't so dumb as to say "So, Samantha, does
this whole green olive thing mean that you're not going to ask
Roger to marry you tonight?"

We pulled into the parking lot of the strip
mall, which contained a movie rental store with an "Everything Must
Go!" sign in the front window, a nail salon, a sandwich shop, three
empty spaces available for lease, and then, at the very end, in a
space smaller than our college dorm room, the office of A/R Tasks
& Investigations.

I thought the name pretty much sucked, but
I'd been outvoted 3-1. Though I'd pushed for the word "Mayhem" to
be included in the name of our new business, Roger, Helen, and
Samantha had suggested that we should use a name that implied that
we solved problems rather than creating them. They had a
good point. After coming up with approximately 583,219,037 possible
names, we'd settled on A/R Tasks & Investigations.

Yes, Roger and I were starting our own
business.

And, yes, I completely understood why some
people might think this was a terrifying idea.


CHAPTER TWO

 


So here's the reasoning behind our business
venture: Roger and I were always getting into trouble. Much of it
was because of our own poor judgment, as in the instance where we
agreed to dig up a coffin. We shouldn't have done that. But we also
had just plain bad luck, as with our recent family camping trip.
It's not like we ignored the warnings of a crazy old man who said
"Don't go to Bloody Death Splatter Mountain. Bad things happen on
Bloody Death Splatter Mountain." We simply ended up in a really bad
mess.

When this kind of madness keeps happening to
you, at some point you think "How can I legally profit from this?"
I'd acquired a little bit of fame from my adventures, yet it had
never really translated into sustainable fortune. There'd been some
recent interest in doing a reality show, but Helen had violently
nixed the idea on the grounds that she was not going to parade our
children around like some sort of freak show. It was hard to argue
with that.

I still had my office job, which wasn't so
bad except for the whole "sucking away my life like a parasite that
feasts on souls" element. I'm no egomaniac, but being Andrew
Mayhem, The Guy Who Went Through All That Stuff And Lived had to be
worth something more than this, right? I didn't need a
mansion, or pillows stuffed with the feathers of endangered
species, or a diamond-studded dachshund; I just wanted to be able
to provide for my family without battling the constant urge to
knock myself unconscious against my cubicle wall.

Then Samantha suggested that Roger and I go
into business for ourselves.

Not quite a detective agency. More of a
problem solving service. The basic concept was "If we can survive
numerous encounters with psycho killers, we can handle your task."
(Though that was not our official slogan. Our official slogan was
"We solve weird problems.")

Obviously, our expectation was not that
clients would come into our office and say "Aaah! There's a guy
with an axe chasing me! What's your hourly rate to stop him?" We
just figured that with our notoriety, we'd get...I don't know,
somebody with a crop circle issue, maybe. We weren't sure what to
expect, but the rent at this dying strip mall was ridiculously
cheap, our furnishings came from Goodwill, and instead of a
multimillion dollar advertising campaign we had a few fliers around
town that I'd printed out at work before I gave my notice. So if
this business was a spectacular failure, at least it would be an
inexpensive spectacular failure.

We put up the "Now Open!" sign, took pictures
of each other standing in front of the door, went inside at the
stroke of eight o'clock, turned on the lights, and sat down.

"A couple of my Twitter followers said they'd
be in today," said Roger.

"Awesome."

"Most people probably don't have problems
until ten or eleven, so it's okay if nobody comes in for a
while."

"Roger, we've been open for thirty seconds.
We don't have to start making excuses yet."

"I know, I know. Just throwing that out there
in case you were worried."

"I'm not," I said, lying my butt off.

This is probably a good time to point out
that Helen was not entirely cool with this whole idea. When you
look at it from her perspective, which involves her husband
quitting his day job to start a hastily conceived business with his
irresponsible best friend, using money borrowed from her parents,
at a time when she is three months away from delivering triplets,
her lack of enthusiasm is perhaps understandable. My defense was
that it would allow me flexible hours and thus more opportunities
to care for our new spawn, and potentially more money than I was
bringing in, and it would keep me from going absolutely stark
raving nutzo berserk insane.

I probably should have left out the "stark
raving etc." part, considering that I was not living at home,
making it hard for Helen to be sympathetic with my level of stress
compared to hers. However, being a total sweetheart, she did not
say "If you do this, I will divorce you, and you will wake up under
several dozen tons of cement."

We worked this out by me swearing that by the
time the babies arrived, I would be bringing in as much income as
my day job had provided, or else I'd crawl right back there. I
hadn't told anybody off or ignited anything before I left, so
crawling back and begging for my old job would be feasible. Still,
I hoped to avoid that.

So this was one last shot at being my own
boss before I gave it all up, handed my barely beating heart over
to The Man, and became a corporate drone until my body and spirit
had completely shriveled up into my own Prune of Destiny.

"Are you sure we shouldn't do cold calls?"
Roger asked.

"We're not going to become telemarketers.
People hate those jerks. We're here to help the community and
provide a service that people want and need."

"I know, but clearly telemarketing works, or
else they wouldn't do it. If everybody hated apricots, they'd stop
selling them in stores. Somebody has to like apricots,
right?"

"Quit using the apricot metaphor. If we're
going to become douchebag telemarketers, why don't we take it one
step further and go around town causing problems, and then offer to
solve them? We could steal a bunch of dogs and then magically find
them."

"That's actually not such a bad—"

"Let it go."

The first hour of our first day involved a
great deal of unproductive sitting. In the second hour, we upgraded
to pacing. But in the third hour, a car parked in one of our
designated spaces. Roger hurried out the back exit, as per our
plan.

A heavyset, middle-aged woman came inside. I
set down the encyclopedia I was pretending to read and gave her a
friendly smile.

"Hello," I said, standing up and extending my
hand. "Welcome to A/R Tasks and Investigations."

She shook my hand. "Not a very catchy
name."

"It bites, doesn't it? I was outvoted. I'm
Andrew Mayhem."

"Gerta Williams."

"Thank you for stopping by, Ms.
Williams."

Roger walked in through the front door. "Oh,
hello, sorry to interrupt."

"No problem at all," I said. "This is my
partner, Roger Tanglen. Roger, this is Gerta Williams."

"Nice to meet you," said Roger, shaking her
hand. "So, Andrew, how was the chicken taco last night?"

I frowned. "How did you know what I had for
dinner?"

"Your left shoe has a new scuff mark. It's
hard to see, but the evidence on display makes it abundantly clear
that it was produced by the gravel driveway at Melena's Mexican
restaurant. There are three other restaurants within an eight mile
radius—the most you would be likely to travel for a casual
meal—that could produce a mark with that particular shade of gray,
but the depth and length could only come from Melena's."

"That's amazing!" I proclaimed. "But how did
you know what I ordered?"

"You are a thrifty man, not accustomed to
needlessly wasting money, and the lack of a bag of potato chips on
the desk indicates to me that you had a full meal last night. From
there, it was easy to deduce that you'd taken advantage of the
two-for-one chicken taco special."

"Incredible," I said. "As always, you got
every detail right."

"It's my job."

Gerta did not seem as impressed as we'd
hoped. "So you're the problem solving guys, right?"

"We certainly are," I told her.

"Well, I've got a problem. My neighbors have
this miserable dog, and it's always taking a dump in my yard. They
don't clean up after it. They don't even care. They just let the
damn thing run loose."

"We're not really in the dog killing
business," I said.

"No, I just need you guys to put up a fence.
Can you do that for me?"

Roger and I looked at each other. "Uh..." I
said. "That's not...uh, well, I guess...uh...sure."

 


* * *

 


"I think there's a flaw in our business
model," said Roger, holding the fence post as I pounded it into the
ground.

"Well, we are A/R Tasks and
Investigations. Some of them are going to be tasks, and some are
going to be investigations."

"Yeah, but they're supposed to be cool
tasks."

"I know, I know. We should have said no. It's
hard to turn down our first customer."

"Hey!" shouted Gerta from her front porch.
"I'm paying you to put up a fence, not stand there jabbering!"

"We're working while we talk!" I said.

"Pick up your pace or you ain't getting any
lemonade!"

The lemonade had a not-so-refreshing battery
acid-esque flavor, and our mood was not particularly joyous as we
drove away from the newly fenced yard. But we had made some money,
minus a deduction for the glass Roger dropped, and in some cultures
there would have even been the satisfaction of a job well done. We
went back to Roger's apartment and took showers so as not to scare
off potential clients with our foul odor, changed into new sets of
professional clothes, then returned to the office and collapsed
into our chairs.

"That sucked," said Roger.

"It could've been worse."

"Well, yeah, anything can be worse. That
doesn't mean it doesn't suck."

"But it's better than sitting around all day
with no clients."

"True."

We sat around for a couple more hours with no
clients. Our posted office hours were eight to five, and at four
fifty-eight I checked my watch to make sure it matched the time on
the clock.

"This is kind of a bummer," I said.

"Yeah."

"Maybe we should hang out for a while longer.
A lot of people get off work at five, and they may need some
evening tasks or investigations."

"Sounds good."

We waited for another half hour.

And then she walked into our office.

It was like a moment out of a private eye
movie, except that there were no saxophones playing in the
background, nobody was smoking, and the lighting was adequate. The
woman looked like she was in her early-to-mid forties; not
devastatingly beautiful, but she definitely took care of herself.
She had short black hair with visible gray roots, and the pinkest
nail polish I'd ever seen. (My daughter loved, loved, loved pink
nail polish, so I was well acquainted with intense levels of
pinkness.)

She wore tan slacks and a white blouse and
looked like she came from a hard day of work at an office job. I
could easily picture her wearing a headset and telling somebody
that the boss was in a meeting with an important client.

"Hello," I said, as the glass door swung
closed behind her. "Welcome to A/R Tasks and Investigations, where
we laugh at your problems."

Roger glared at me. I gave him a "Why are you
glaring at me?" look, and then realized that I'd screwed up and
used the wrong greeting. The message conveyed was supposed to be
"We laugh at the ease with which we will solve your problems," but
during the brainstorming session we'd realized that most people
would not interpret it that way.

"I'm sorry," I told her. "What I meant was,
we laugh at the ease with which we will solve your problem. Which
is not to downplay your problem. We're not saying that your
problems are laughable, just that we're good at solving them. We
solve weird problems. That's our official slogan."

Roger did not punch me in the face to stop me
from talking, though it would have been justified. "Please, sit
down," he told the woman, gesturing to one of the chairs in front
of our shared desk.

"Thank you," she said. We all sat down.

"My name is Roger Tanglen, and this is my
intern Andrew Mayhem. How can we help you today?"

"Is it okay that it's after your closing
time?"

"Absolutely. We're always happy to stay open
for important clients," said Roger. He gave me a warning look, as
if he thought I might try to say something witty.

"I appreciate that," said the woman. Her
purse rested on her lap and she stared at it instead of looking us
in the eyes. "You two have been part of...strange things,
right?"

I nodded. "One time I had to find a quarter
in the mouth of a severed head."

"My name is Shirley," she said. "I think I
may be a serial killer."


CHAPTER THREE

 


"I see," I said, nodding thoughtfully.
"Please continue."

"Do you have a privacy clause?"

"We're not attorneys or priests, but I
promise that everything you say will be held in the strictest
confidence," I assured her, which of course I knew would be a total
lie if she confessed to multiple murders.

"I just don't know where else to go," said
Shirley. She sounded less like a potential homicidal maniac and
more like somebody who was having difficulty finding a decent place
to get deep-dish pizza.

"You came to the right place," I assured her,
though despite our marketing angle, Roger and I had hoped to avoid
things like having serial killers walk into our office. There had
to be a pleasant middle ground between putting up a fence and
dealing with a psychopath.

Shirley continued to stare at her purse. "I
don't know if I did. But I'm here. I mean, I need to talk to
somebody. Maybe I didn't do anything. Maybe I'm the victim.
I just can't go to the police, you know?" Now her voice was
starting to show some emotion.

"I don't want to be disrespectful," said
Roger, "but would it be okay if we checked you for weapons? It's
nothing personal; I just think that if somebody comes in here and
says they're a serial killer, we should at least make sure they
don't have a meat cleaver."

She looked up at him, shrugged, and opened
her purse. She held it up for his inspection for a few seconds.
After Roger nodded, she held it open toward me. It seemed to be
mostly filled with the usual stuff that women keep in their purse.
No meat cleaver, butcher knife, hand grenade, or hangman's noose
was visible, though there was a pair of handcuffs. I didn't inquire
about them.

"Satisfied?" she asked.

"Yes, that was great, thanks," said
Roger.

Shirley stood up. There were no supernatural
forces at work, but I swore her shirt suddenly became two sizes
smaller. "Do you need to pat me down?" she asked. She wasn't flirty
or sarcastic about it. Instead, she seemed genuinely interested in
giving us the peace of mind that she wasn't going to stab us to
death.

Roger shook his head. "No, no, that's okay.
You can't fit a meat cleaver in those pockets."

"I could fit a pocketknife in them, though.
That's why it's called a pocketknife."

"Nah, we're good. It's just that if you did
start slashing at us, I would have felt kind of silly for not
having checked you for weapons, since you did say you might be a
serial killer."

Shirley glanced at me. "Are you fine with
this, too?"

"Totally. So why don't you start at the
beginning?"

"When I woke up this morning, I was in a
bathtub of blood with intestines wrapped around my legs like
writhing snakes."

"How interesting," I said, remaining
professional.

She sort of smiled. "I'm kidding."

"Ah, good."

"That was a dream I had. The snakes were
translucent. I could see sperm inside of them."

This is when I realized that A/R Tasks and
Investigations had been a terrible idea. We should just drag the
furniture out to the curb, leave a sign on the door thanking our
loyal customers for their many hours of support, and get out. If
Roger and I had even a single functional brain cell ping-ponging
between us, we would not let ourselves get involved in what would
certainly become a nightmarish web of murder, betrayal, and
deceit.

Then again, Shirley might be an innocent,
scared woman who we could help. What kind of people were we if we
cast out the first potential lunatic who walked through our door?
We should at least hear her out.

"Translucent snakes," I said. "Got it. How
long have you been dreaming about them?"

"It was just that one dream. I dream of all
kinds of things...dark, squirmy shapes that I can't even recognize,
but that's been happening since I was a little girl." She broke eye
contact and looked back down at her purse. "Sorry. I promised
myself I wouldn't be creepy."

"It's fine," said Roger. "Be as creepy as you
need to be."

"For as long as I can remember, I've had
impulses. Nothing intense, nothing serious; just things that I
wanted to do that I knew I shouldn't. I never acted on them. My
father would take me out fishing, and I might spend extra time
cleaning the fish, and I might cut it in more places than I needed
to, but I never strangled the neighbor's cat or anything like
that."

"Did you talk to anybody about this?" I
asked.

"Yes. I mean, no offense to either of you,
but you're not the first place I'd go for help. I spent some time
as a kid talking to a therapist. He thought I was just a regular
mixed-up girl who was confused over getting breasts or something
like that. It was only a few sessions. Therapy was expensive."

"But did you think you had the potential to
kill somebody?" Were these the right questions to ask? I really had
no idea how to go about this whole thing.

"No. I was a regular little girl with no
friends. I never thought I could hurt anybody."

"So when did you start to think that you
were...?"

"More homicidal than other girls?"

"Yeah."

"About a year ago, I was out of town on
business."

"Where were you?"

"It's not important. If it turns out that I
haven't done anything wrong I'll tell you."

"Okay."

"Anyway, I had room service, got one of those
pay-per-view movies—not porn—and I watched about the first fifteen
minutes. Then suddenly the credits were on and I didn't remember
anything about the rest of the movie."

"Which movie?" asked Roger.

"I can't tell you that. You'll pull up
records of hotel pay-per-view renting and try to find out where I
was."

Actually, I was pretty sure that Roger was
just curious about which movie she'd been watching, but I didn't
say anything to diminish Shirley's opinion of our awesome
investigation skills. "So you fell asleep?" I asked.

"It wasn't like falling asleep. It was like
an instant blackout. I was still sitting up in bed, wearing the
same nightgown, but my hair was damp and I could smell my coconut
shampoo. How can you take a shower and not wake yourself up?"

"I think people can do all kinds of weird
things when they sleepwalk," I said, though taking a shower seemed
like a bit of a stretch. "Were you on any medication?"

"No."

"Was there any blood around?"

"Not that time."

"Please continue."

"It started happening about once a month. I'd
be reading a book or watching TV or something, and suddenly it
would be two hours later and I'd be freshly showered. The doctor
told me not to worry about it. He said it was stress."

"Seriously? Your doctor dismissed it like
that?"

Shirley shrugged. "He ran a couple of tests.
But, yeah, basically he said that there was nothing wrong, and that
I should get more exercise. Can you believe it?"

Actually, I wasn't sure that I did, but I
didn't say anything.

"Then, maybe the fourth or fifth time this
happened, my hands were sore. Like I'd washed them in scalding hot
water and rubbed them raw. I didn't understand it. What could I
possibly have done that I needed to scrub my hands like that?"

Her hands looked fine now, so at least
Shirley wasn't sitting in our office fresh from a post-murder
shower.

"I didn't get too worried about it, because
ultimately all I knew is that I was washing my hands really well.
Sleepwalking could've just unlocked some OCD."

"It's possible," I said, not having any clue
if that was possible or not. The thought I am dangerously
unqualified to be doing this kind of work popped into my
brain.

"It happened again a couple of weeks ago. I
was on another business trip. The next morning, when I went to put
on deodorant, I noticed dried blood on my armpit." She held up her
arm to provide a visual aid for the body part she was
referencing.

"Odd spot for blood," I said.

"I know."

"Are you sure it wasn't yours?"

"There were no cuts. But, yeah, I assumed
that I'd scratched myself somewhere and the blood got on my armpit.
It wasn't covered with blood. Just a little streak. Enough to
concern me but not enough for me to think that I'd killed
somebody."

She paused. The word "until..." was
unspoken but implied.

"And then?" I prompted.

"I had another blackout last night. In my own
home."

"Was there more blood on your armpit?" Roger
asked.

"No. My armpit was blood-free. But this time,
unlike any of the other blackouts, I had memories. Not full
memories, just flashes of memory. Flashes of doing something awful.
Flashes of bones drenched in red, and eyes out of their sockets,
and wet clumps of hair attached to skin but not a body."

I wasn't sure what to say. "I can see how
that would be unnerving."

"But the clearest image, the only one I could
keep in my mind for more than a split second, was a house. An old
brown two-story house. I got in my car and I drove all night but I
couldn't find it. I went to work, had a normal day except for being
completely exhausted, clocked out at my usual time, and then drove
right to it. It's the house I remember. I'm positive. And then I
drove here to talk to you two."

"Why us?" Roger asked.

"Saw your flier."

"Sweet."

"So you didn't go inside?" I asked.

Shirley shook her head. "I couldn't. Not
alone."

"What do you think is in there?"

"Proof."

"You mean proof as in...?" I trailed off,
purposely not finishing my sentence because I didn't want to create
an awkward moment if she didn't really mean "mutilated
corpses."

"Dead bodies. I think that the people I
killed during my blackouts, if I did in fact commit murder during
them, may be in that house."

"Gotcha."

"Even the ones you may or may not have killed
on out of state business trips?" Roger asked.

"No, not them. I would have noticed a head in
my luggage. We don't need to put all of the pieces together right
now; the reason I'm here, if I haven't made it clear already, is
that I want you two to accompany me to the house and see what we
can find."

I glanced over at Roger. He nodded. I
couldn't decide if I should nod back or not. Yes, the whole basis
for our business was to deal with weird crap like this, but why did
there always have to be dead bodies? Why couldn't we be like
Encyclopedia Brown and investigate somebody cheating in a 100-meter
dash or something?

We shouldn't take this job.

Then I remembered getting chewed out in front
of all of my co-workers for using plain Arial instead of Arial Bold
in a spreadsheet ("Does that font look thick enough to be Arial
Bold? Does it?"), and decided that, yes, I was going to take
The Case Of The Crazy Lady And Her Possible Corpses.

"One more question," I said. "Let's say that
we go inside the house and, yep, there's a torso on the floor.
What's step two?"

"You call the police."

"Really?"

"I don't want to get away with any murders.
If we find anything, I'll accept whatever punishment I deserve,
whether it's prison or an asylum. But you can understand why I
don't want to tell the authorities that I killed somebody until I'm
absolutely sure, right?"

"Of course," I said. "Everybody can relate to
that."

"And I want to be handcuffed to one of
you."

"I beg your pardon?"

"I don't know how I'll react if we do find
bodies. I might try to get away. So I need one of you to be
handcuffed to me to make sure that doesn't happen."

"I'm going to let Andrew take on that duty,"
Roger said. "I don't think my girlfriend would appreciate me being
handcuffed to another woman."

"You do remember that my wife is pregnant
with triplets, right?"

"I remember no such thing."

"What if we refuse?" I asked Shirley.

She blinked in surprise. "What if you
refuse? I'm not blackmailing you guys. I'm trying to pay you
for a service. Accept it or decline it. Jeez, do you have any
social skills at all?"

"They're very limited," I admitted. "Okay,
we'll investigate the house with you, and I'll wear the cuffs to
make sure you don't escape. We're using the pair you've got in your
purse, right?"

"Unless you have a comfier pair."

"Nope. All right, let's go hopefully not find
a house full of dead bodies."


CHAPTER FOUR



Shirley offered to drive us in her car, but
Roger and I thought it was best if we took his car, since we knew
that his vehicle was not equipped with a hidden button that you
could press to make spikes burst out of the seats. Not that we
thought Shirley's car had the spiked-seat feature, but it could
have something ghastly, like a cobra compartment, and it
just seemed like a wise idea not to let the possible serial killer
drive.

I could tell that Shirley didn't want us to
ask any more questions, and I knew that even though she'd given us
a cash deposit, she could still cancel our agreement if we
continued to prove that we were idiots. So we talked about
hamburgers. I'm not going to pretend that it was an endlessly
fascinating discussion about hamburgers or that any book-worthy
observations were made, but it passed the time in a pleasant enough
manner.

Twenty minutes later, we took a left into one
of Chamber's less-than-great neighborhoods, and after a couple more
turns we pulled into the driveway of the last house on a dead-end
street. Though it was still daylight, the house was remarkably
spooky. If Shirley had said that we were actually there to
investigate a haunting, I would have believed her.

"Okay," said Shirley. "We're here."

Roger shut off the engine. We all sat in the
car for a moment, nobody quite willing to be the one who said "All
right, everybody, let's go find some carnage!" I stared at the
house, trying to figure out why it was spooky in the daytime. There
were no twisted trees with branches that looked like claws. The
architecture wasn't "off" in any manner that I could identify.
Yeah, the lawn needed mowing and the bushes needed trimming and the
house could desperately use a new coat of brown paint, but the same
could be said of my own home.

"Does anybody live here?" I asked Shirley.
This seemed like a much more intelligent question than the many
unintelligent questions we'd asked back at the office.

"I don't think so."

"But you're not sure?"

"If you'll recall, I don't even know for
certain that I've ever been here."

"I do recall that. Fair enough. Let's go
check."

We all got out of the car. Nobody had any
immediate forward momentum toward the front porch.

"Does this house creep you out?" I asked
Roger.

"If there was a pumpkin patch, it could be a
complete Halloween House," he said. "There's probably a young
deformed child locked in every closet."

"But why does the house look spooky from the
outside? It's not as if the windows look like eyes."

Roger shrugged. "Actually, I was humoring
you. I don't think it looks all that spooky. I'm way more concerned
about finding Shirley's souvenirs."

Shirley opened her purse, giving me a
momentary jolt of horror where I thought she might pull out a
souvenir ("This lower lip belonged to a waitress. I preserved its
original piercing.") but instead she took out the handcuffs. She
snapped one of the bracelets around her wrist then looked at me.
"Put out your hand."

"I'd like to keep the key," I told her.

"Not a problem." She handed me the key and I
tucked it into my front pocket.

I wasn't a big fan of handcuffs, even when
used in private in a locked bedroom as part of a committed marriage
when the kids were staying with their grandparents for the
evening.

"You're okay with me not having a pinky on
that hand, right?"

"Uh, yeah."

"Just checking. Some people might not
be."

I held out my arm and Shirley snapped the
other bracelet around my left wrist. We gave them a gentle tug.
Very solid. This was a top-notch product.

"We should get inside before somebody sees us
standing out here in handcuffs," Shirley said.

"Agreed."

The three of us walked up onto the front
porch, and I tested the doorknob. Unlocked. Since I've written at
length about our bumbling incompetence at this line of work, I
would like to point out in my own defense that we had
brought along a set of lock picks, even though we didn't need them.
We weren't just going to kick through a window and alert the
neighbors.

I opened the door, which let out a nice
horror movie-style creak, and we stepped inside. The first thing I
noticed was that I didn't smell any rotting flesh. That was
awesome. When your first reaction upon entering a home is not to
gag and rush off to puke in some bushes, your exploration is off to
a grand start.

I turned on the light, illuminating the
living room. Either nobody had lived here in quite a while, or the
residents were able to move around without disturbing dust
particles. Pretty much everything was coated in a thick layer of
gray. There was, however, a nice straight path leading through the
living room into the dining room. Not footprints. A path.

"Somebody could have dragged a body through
there," I noted.

"Crap," said Roger.

"None of this looks familiar," said Shirley.
She reached up to scratch her forehead with her cuffed hand, taking
my own hand along for the ride. "But I might have done it in the
dark."

"Well, let's see where the path takes us," I
said. We walked across the living room, being alert for any severed
arms or legs that might be strewn about, and into the dining room.
It also had a musty but not stomach-churning aroma. Everything was
tidy, as if the owners were just on an extended vacation.

"We should check the freezer," said Roger,
pointing to the kitchen.

"Be my guest."

"I meant that Shirley should check the
freezer."

Though I didn't want to open it myself, I
knew we'd have trouble generating positive word of mouth for A/R
Tasks & Investigations if we displayed cowardice in front of
our clients. "I'll do it," I said.

I decided to take the "do it quickly, like
ripping off a bandage" approach, an approach that was admittedly
responsible for a pretty big scar on my right knee. Shirley and I
walked over to the refrigerator and I immediately opened the
freezer door.

Empty.

I opened the refrigerator as well.

Also empty, except for a box of baking
soda.

"Okay, we're off to a pretty good start," I
said. "If the rest of the house is as empty as the refrigerator,
we're in excellent shape."

"I apologize for trying to pass the freezer
opening on to you," said Roger.

"It wasn't just a try. You did pass it on to
me."

"And I'm sorry. I'll open the next
thing."

"You know, I feel kind of relieved," said
Shirley. "Like maybe this was all in my head. Don't get me wrong,
the fact that it's in my head is still upsetting, but I feel okay
right now. I don't think we'll find anything."

I hoped she was correct. That would be
fantastic. If our business involved just going to houses and not
finding evidence of slaughter, it would be the greatest job ever. I
could do that all day long, whistling the entire time.

Of course, everybody knows the old adage: "An
empty refrigerator does not a corpse-free house make." I closed the
fridge and looked around the kitchen. "I guess Roger should check
the cabinets."

Roger quickly checked all of the cabinets.
They would have been a ridiculous place to hide anything
felony-related, but we couldn't not check them. There was
nothing inside but neatly stacked dishes.

"So far so good," I said. "Let's see what's
upstairs."

We went upstairs. These stupid handcuffs were
already starting to chafe my wrist, and I was looking forward to
getting rid of them in the next couple of minutes. Admittedly,
there was an element of counting chickens before they hatched
involved in my "next couple of minutes" prediction, since there
were still plenty of places that bodies could be hidden. Or, for
that matter, sitting out in the open with "Surprise!" written on
the floor in their blood. But like I've always said, it's easier to
count eggs that are just lying there in the nest than baby chickens
that are running all over the place.

Actually, I've never said that, and I sort of
wish I hadn't even typed it just now. Oh well.

Anyway, I was cautiously optimistic as we
slowly walked upstairs as a trio. The stairs creaked with each
step, reminding us that we were in a spooky house.

The dust was even worse up here. It was
inconceivable that anybody had walked around the upstairs for at
least a couple of weeks...or, I don't know, a while, anyway.
I'm not an expert on dust accumulation rates.

We wandered around upstairs for a minute or
so, just to say we did, and then headed back down the stairs,
satisfied.

"So what do you think?" I asked Shirley. "I
mean, we haven't torn the place apart, but it sure doesn't seem
like much has happened in here."

"I'm not sure." Shirley closed her eyes. "I
really don't think we're in the wrong house. The outside looks
exactly like my mental image. It's possible that two houses look
the same, but why would I have driven right here after work?"

"You wouldn't have," said Roger. "It's
definitely the same house, and I think it's clean. We went upstairs
and everything."

"Do you mind if we just stand here for a few
minutes?" asked Shirley, keeping her eyes closed. "I want to see if
I can remember anything. I want to be certain."

"Oh, absolutely," I assured her. "No problem
at all."

We stood there for a moment. Had I not been
handcuffed to her, I would have meandered a few steps away, just to
keep things from getting awkward, but I had no choice but to stand
there, awkwardly.

All things considered, it wasn't such a bad
first day for our new business. Two paying jobs. One sucked and the
other didn't involve us accomplishing much of anything, but still,
it was an okay start.

Roger wandered off into the kitchen, because
as a non-handcuffed individual he was permitted to do such a
thing.

Shirley opened her eyes.

"Oh, no," she whispered.

"What?"

She sighed.

"What?" I repeated. "What were the sigh and
the 'oh no' for?"

"Floorboards."

"What about them?"

"I just got an image of floorboards."

"What's wrong?" asked Roger, walking back
into the living room.

"She had an image of floorboards."

"Oh, no."

"Let's not overreact," I said. "This could
mean a lot of things. Floorboards have plenty of other uses besides
covering dead bodies. Maybe you have an appreciation for quality
wood."

"He didn't mean that in a penis way," Roger
assured her.

"Quiet for just a second," said Shirley. "Let
me focus." She closed her eyes again. We all stood there for a
while.

Finally she re-opened them. "Lost the vision.
But I definitely saw floorboards."

"Okay, that's fine, no big deal," I said.
"Let's just check out the floorboards in this place and ease
everybody's concern."

Now I was feeling quite a bit less
comfortable about the fact that the majority of the living room
floor was covered by a light green oval-shaped rug.

We slid the rug aside, and it didn't take a
private investigator, even a lame one like myself, to clearly see
the slight gap where the floorboards didn't perfectly fit
together.

"You know," I said, "we keep dwelling on the
negative. But how do we know that we aren't actually searching for
buried treasure? There could be sacks of money down there. There
could be gold bricks."

"Sure, instead of a thrill-killer she could
be a highly paid assassin," said Roger.

"Shut up, Roger. I'm just saying, we should
stay optimistic until we know for sure that our lives are going to
start sucking."

"Let's get this over with," said Shirley.

The floorboards came up easily, leaving a gap
in the floor big enough for two people to squeeze through. It went
down about three feet, to a cement bottom. The three of us peered
down into the hole, but it was too dark to see anything that wasn't
illuminated by the living room ceiling light.

"I'll go get the flashlight," said Roger. He
hurried out of the house and returned a moment later, holding a
flashlight he'd taken from our utilities kit. Yeah, we had a
utilities kit. Admit your jealousy.

He turned on the flashlight, smacked it a
couple of times to make the light come on, and then shone it down
into the gap.

"There's a cooler down there," he said. "No,
wait...four of them."

 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


Roger didn't have to actually squeeze down
into the gap to get the coolers. The first two he was able to reach
by just putting his arm down there, and for the other two we merely
had to promise that we would pull him to safety the instant he
started shrieking.

Four white plastic coolers. Each large enough
to hold a twelve-pack of soda.

"Do these look familiar?" I asked
Shirley.

"No."

"Maybe they aren't yours, then. Maybe the
hidden treasure I was being so optimistic about is beer."

(Note: I did not actually believe this to be
the case.)

"So which one should we open first?" I
asked.

"Who cares?" asked Roger. "They're all going
to be unpleasant!"

"We don't know that."

"Yes, we do."

"Okay, we probably do," I admitted. "That
said, even if we agree that there's a way above-average chance that
there are bad things in these coolers, we've been in much worse
situations than this. This is nothing. We should be yawning right
now."
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