Gerard Houarner
Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press
Copyright 2012 Gerard Houarner
Copy-edited by: David Niall Wilson and David Dodd
Cover Design By: David Dodd
Background Images provided by:
Dan Verkys: www.gardenofbadthings.com
This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
Novels:
The Bard of Sorcery
The Max Series:
The Beast That Was Max (First Book of The Resurrection Cycle)
Unabridged Audiobooks:
Try any title from CROSSROAD PRESS – use the Coupon Code FIRSTBOOK for a one-time 20% savings! We have a wide variety of eBook and Audiobook titles available.
Find us at: http://store.crossroadpress.com
For my mentors and gurus in the horror field:
Tom Piccirilli
Matt Schwartz
Doug Clegg
Jack "Dallas" Ketchum
Dave Barnett
"Like Smoke Rising From the Burning Ghats" originally appeared in the limited hardcover edition of Road From Hell
"A Blood of Killers" appeared in Tomorrow v3.3, 1997
"The Hard Kill" original Max, TFUJ
"Do Nothing Till Your Hear From Me" original Max, TFUJ
"Let Me Tell You A Story" originally appeared in Palace Corbie, 1999
"Comes Love, Nothing Can Be Done" original Max, TFUJ
"Assassin of Love" original Max, TFUJ
"Painted Faces" originally appeared in Borderlands 4, 1994
"Ghost Killer" original Max, TFUJ
"Dead Man's Park" originally appeared in Into the Darkness 2, 1994
"The Soft Package" original Max, TFUJ
"Hidden Agendas" originally appeared in Sinestre, An Anthology of Rituals, 1993
"The Shape" originally appeared in Not One of Us 18, 1997
"The Shadow of his Killer" original Max, TFUJ
'The Haunted Killing Floor" original Max, TFUJ
"The Keeper" originally appeared in Asylum 2: The Violence Ward, 2002
"She Who Speaks For the Dead" originally appeared in Dark Fluidity, 2003
"Through Love's Sight" original Max, TFUJ
"You Think You're A Killer" original Max, TFUJ
"Nests" originally appeared in Aberrations 15, 1994
"Suspect City" originally appeared in Midnight Hour 1999
"Ash Man" originally appeared in Flesh and Blood 15, 2004
"The Mule" original Max, TFUJ
"Say No" originally appeared in Pulphouse Hardback Magazine 7, 1990
"Dancing With the Skeletons At the Feast of the Dead" original Max, TFUJ
"The Man Who Wouldn't Die" original Max, TFUJ
"Afterword" original
Like Smoke Rising From the Burning Ghats
Do Nothing Till Your Hear From Me
Comes Love, Nothing Can Be Done
Dancing With the Skeletons at the Feast of the Dead
The boy ran.
It was what he did best, what Jo away, run away, run from the reach of the predators who would consume him in a bite.
His soles felt no pain though loose stones, glass shards, a bent Guru beer bottle cap all tore at his calloused, bare skin. Snakes darted at his ankles and rats squirmed to bite his toes as he stepped on them like Ganesha hitching a ride, but he was too quick. There and gone were his feet; his legs, a blur of pale, bony flesh.
Through the humid weight of afternoon heat and the drenching wind of cyclones he'd run. Through the murderous traffic of rickshaws, cycles, cars and trucks, the fleshy fortresses of cow or goat herds, slipping on shit and piss, sliding through cracks at the backs of alleys like a turd from the narrow ass of a mendicant, scuttling like a bug across pools fed by tanneries and sties, ricocheting from one moving wall of flesh or metal to another, falling to be stomped, kicked, run over, crushed, before bouncing up again to run, run so fast he might have been a goshawk with legs instead of wings, always he'd run.
But he'd never run from Jolly.
There were always people in the streets of Calcutta who laughed. Where did he think he was going? they'd asked, their faces lit for once with the joy the city was named for. He always knew, though never told. This time, his silence was true—he didn't know where to go.
"They found you by the ghats," Jolly liked to tell him, usually in front of others, to show what a generous and spiritual man he was. "Out of the sludge of the ashes of the dead, out of the sacred pollution of the Hooghly, you appeared, a bobbing bloody thing. One of my men picked you up to see if you were wearing anything valuable. But you were naked, and he was ready to toss you back into the river. A Sadhu thought you were desecrating the funeral ceremony we were attending for one of my sadly deceased rivals, and he was eager to have you cast back to the sacred wheel of your karma.
"But you bit my man to the bone, right on his index finger, and when he dropped you, you bounced once on the ghat's stone pavement, rolled, and went for his calf. Tore through the cloth of his pyjami. We pulled you free, and you took his flesh in your mouth. That's when I decided to keep you. In a cage, at first. You reminded me of that bear girl, that story they tell of long ago. A demented child. Wild. Something not quite human. A pet. Maybe something I could sell.
"When my man died from the bites you gave him, I thought you might one day replace him. That hope has not died. But neither does it blaze with Surya's light."
He'd heard the story a thousand times. Noise, at first, until Sangeeta, a nurse in Jolly's employ, noticed him trying to imitate words and taught him Hindi, then English. Her little Mukul, she called him. A bud, a flower not yet blossomed.
This time, Jolly had told him, no one's taking you from the river, or the ghats. When we throw you in the water, you'll be ash.
He'd thought of jumping the distance between them, sinking his teeth into the fat old bastard's neck, after Jolly delivered judgment and sentence in the overcrowded office. His bite was still venomous, a condition Jolly's doctors had not been able to explain, but which their employer had occasionally put to use despite the warnings of his personal fakir. It would have been just. But Jolly'd been surrounded by his partners—Burmese, Thai, Chinese, English and American; gangsters in durkas and military men from the embassies in Western civilian clothes. Quick and competent men, with their own guards.
The musky scent of aftershave and sweat tainted with foreign spices and gunpowder was faint in the room's thick fog of Calcutta stench, just strong enough over the smell of latrines and burning gasoline to serve as warning, like the buzz of a wasp.
And there was Shishir by Jolly's side, as well, standing tall and straight in his shimmering blue silk Pathani suit like an icicle the sun would never melt. Jolly liked him close, he said, because his coldness was refreshing in the oppressive heat.
Though Jolly deserved to die, there were other karmic instruments in his life waiting to serve retribution. Sangeeta might have disagreed, but then she'd learned too much from Nutan and Helma Malini movies. Heroes did not come to the rescue. There were no happy endings. If she'd listened to her little Mukul, her little flower, she'd still be alive.
So he flew out the window, so fast the American laughed like one of Calcutta's street people, and pointed, as if to say, look at that, he thinks he's a bird.
He fell the three flights down, partially controlling his descent by bouncing from a balcony rail to a shop awning to the roof of the Ambassador cab he'd heard through the background din of horns, engine idling in traffic, fumes filling Jolly's office.
Unlike the movies Sageenta used to take him to for lessons about life, the car did not speed off with him hanging on for his life, but remained stuck in traffic, even as Shishir appeared, knife in hand, at the window. But just like in the movies, Mukul was not hurt. Bones aren't set yet, Jolly always said. He'd witnessed enough of the boy's talent for survival to trust him with important pieces of business. Sageenta disagreed: it's your karma that's not yet set.
It was that kind of talk, from someone like Sageenta, that had moved Shishir to glance at her in ways that had always raised Mukul's concern for her life.
The boy dropped to the street and ran, with both the driver and passengers yelling after him.
He was supposed to have brought back a message. Very important. Worth a lot of money. A phrase. Coded information, critical to a complex transaction involving Vietnamese supply lines and Pakistani tank deployments was at stake, not to mention a shipment traveling through the heroin pipeline and just about to reach an American cargo ship at Da Nang. None of the parties trusted each other. The boy was chosen to make the contact, as close to an innocent as could be found among them.
But the phrase was wrong. The information garbled. One of the men in Jolly's office had betrayed the others. The question of the traitor's identity was complex, involving the unwinding of tangled allegiances and the transformation of inconveniences into terrible truths no wanted to face. He saw it in their faces. Easier to say, it's the boy's fault.
Mukul was their scapegoat. They'd given him a trial, let him have his say, but the show was for their own benefit, to cover up layers of deception and levels of corruption no one wanted brought into the light. Judgment had already been passed. His years of service meant nothing. His talents were irrelevant, perhaps even a threat. His future, at least, was something he didn't have to miss. He'd never had one. This was Calcutta. He had no value. There was no future.
He ran.
Through the day and into the night, his legs carried him. He wove through a procession of men chanting, singing, dancing, as they carried their god, dressed in finery and flashing strings of colored lights, through winding unnamed streets of mud. He never looked up to see who they were honoring, didn't bother joining their prayers. He ran through markets, dousing his scent with a touch of perfume, stealing a scarf here, a wrap there, trying to disguise his short, thin form covered only in a black lungi. When he was hungry, he scavenged and snatched, and sometimes merchants rose up to pursue him, their number crowding the street at his back. But they always dropped away, unable to keep up. It wasn't the ones he could see chasing him that were dangerous.
He ducked into an excavation, where fortunate workers under foreign supervision were digging up the bones of the city's colonial heritage. He took a moment to piss and shit on remains of the Raj. A priest observing the project frowned. Mukul wanted to laugh, but a chill breeze shredded the thin veil of his humor.
Through the rest of the day, and the night, and another day, he ran. Past crumbling warehouses, docks collapsed into stagnant water, open latrines. Over rooftops where smoke billowed, and water pipes surrounded by street people waiting for the taps to open so they could receive their daily allotment. Between cows gathered, standing or laying down, or their piles of shit. Into the crumbling ruins of old colonial mansions; behind and between trams; along the rail tracks; in and out of warehouses bustling with trade or still, silent, abandoned; under plastic sheets spread over extended families. He skirted past butchers, who knew him because he'd practiced his skills in castration for them when Jolly didn't need him, and they'd readily report his whereabouts despite their friendliness toward him. He flew. Like the weary hawk he'd become, without ever leaving the ground, through clouds of flies gathered for the blood at the Kalighat, Kali's temple, the spot where the little toe of Sati fell, who was dismembered into 108 parts by Lord Vishnu and scattered over the world so that her father Siva would not dance the world to its destruction in his grief.
Beggars left him alone. Relief workers threw morsels of what they had to offer as he sped past, in apparent recognition of his distress. The echoes of his footfalls quit him in the city's long, silent midnight paths, and clay figures looked down on him in stiff reproach.
He could run forever in Calcutta. The streets and alleys were endless. He could lose himself in the city and never be seen by his enemies again, if all his enemies had been from the outside world. But not all of them were. Jolly had survived these streets, and Shishir, and others who worked for them. They'd all risen above the places that had given birth to them. They could track him like a rat scurrying across one of the clean English lawns at the Royal Calcutta Turf Club. For all the maze of buildings and crowds surrounding him, burying him beneath flesh and stone, Mukul still felt a thugee's knot slipping around his neck, tightening, gnawing, until no matter how hard he breathed in, he could find no air.
Legs aching, ribs pinched, he stumbled, grabbed for his throat. There was no rope.
He caught himself crying.
Gasping, shaking, he stopped, melted into a niche in a wall. He might have been an ancient statue, forgotten, worn to slim, smooth stone by time and the rains. He hardly dared to catch his breath, and once his heart had settled and he'd stopped feeling as assassin's instrument around his neck, he focused on yoga techniques Sageenta had taught him, becoming still, present, invisible.
He waited.
A holy man crawled by, legless, one arm ending in a filthy stump above the elbow, the other arm twisted, the hand balled into a perpetual fist. The holy man looked up suddenly, directly at Muluk, deep in his secret shadowed spot, and asked, "Who's avatar are you?"
Before the boy could think to answer, the hilt of a dagger protruded from the back of the holy man's neck.
A young man, face almost hidden by long hair and a wild beard, sitting cross-legged a little further down the street, turned to look at the slain holy man. His gaze drilled into the corpse, until his bare knees, sticking out of the torn camouflage fatigues that were his only clothes, began shaking. One hand held the dog tags hanging from his neck, the other shielded his eyes as he searched the windows and roof line, the faces of the milling crowd around them. "They ain't taking me back, no fucking way," he whispered. He drew a liter bottle from a pocket in his fatigues and doused his hair and skin with its contents, then flicked a light on and set himself on fire.
Another dagger appeared, this one sticking out of the young man's throat, handle pointing up. Not Shishir's mercy. He had none. Merely a signal to Mukul. The correct angle into his little niche hadn't been found, yet. But they were closing in.
The young man's head fell back against the wall. His flaming hand let go of the dog tags, tapped weakly at the handle. Then he slumped to the side.
Flesh blackened. The smell of cooking meat brought people out of the houses.
His sleep looked sweet to Mukul.
But he wasn't ready to give in. Tired as he was, and so full of fear he'd never known he could carry so much and still live, the boy ran.
A knife skipped across dirt, nipped at his heel. Drew blood.
They were close, but he was fast. He'd run from their kind before. But then, he'd been running back to Jolly, and into Shishir's protection. Now, he had nowhere to run. And even his legs would have to give out, sooner or later.
Unless he really was a higher being's avatar.
He'd never had to think, except when he was around Sageenta. Mostly, thinking had been a distraction. Better to listen, follow instructions, and when things went wrong, let instinct take over. Jolly had always trusted that much in him.
But with nowhere to run and death closing, Mukul did not want to return to the ghats where Jolly said he'd been found. He wasn't ready. There were pressures, late in the night, that woke him from nightmares with a desperate sense of things that needed doing. And hungers he couldn't name, or even imagine, that wormed their way through his head, invisibly turning the earth of his mind, demanding satisfaction. He wanted to live. Do what he'd been born to do. And serving Jolly could not have been his sole purpose in life.
The Bridge. That's where everything had gone wrong.
Howrah Bridge. Rabindra Setu. The fifty-year-old marvel guides and foreigners always talked about, as if a way to cross water was a some kind of miracle. He'd met the contact on the left hand footpath, half way across, as the sun set and the brown water below captured what glory it could from light trickling through the smog to make itself sparkle. A thin man, tall, not unlike Shishir, but pale, blonde, sweating. He'd been wearing another season's clothes, another country's, really: thick, heavy fur, boots, leather pants. Mukul had spotted the obvious foreigner, spoken the phrase identifying him as the contact. The man had looked down at him, startled, checked over passersby and the stalled vehicle traffic. He'd looked at the city, floating, as if disconnected from the earth, in smoke. Said the words Mukul had given Jolly. Walked away.
He hadn't misheard. He understood English perfectly well. He'd let the stranger leave, and then he'd followed him.
The man walked to Howrah station. The boy couldn't lose him, even in the chaos of the monumental train station, with its herds of travelers migrating from trains, buses, ferries, taxis, rickshaws, and platforms choked with porters blowing whistles as if that was enough to break through the currents of flesh.
Jolly had been waiting, but Mukul's curiosity made him hesitate. Where did this man come from? Where was he going? How could he survive India the way he was clothed? There were all kinds of holy men, and mad men, and foreigners, in the city, but he'd never seen anything like the man stepping over the sleeping bodies of naked beggars to pass through a doorway, nearly invisible between columns, in the depths of shadow.
He'd wanted to continue following. But there was Jolly. And Sangeeta's frequent warnings about never, as his life depended on it, disappointing their benefactor. Her fate was the proof of her wisdom. "Too much education is bad for the soul," he'd said at her funeral. "It makes one try to rise above one's place."
Though he'd done what he was told, he'd still been the instrument of Jolly's betrayal. But a stranger who was a puzzle and a question remained, and a doorway in Howrah station, and no one else to turn to, no place else to go.
Mukul ran to the bridge, crossed it. Arrived at the station, the sound of steel wheels and rails grinding against each other rising over Calcutta's noise like a flock of cranes.
He found the doorway, slipped into its shadows.
"You cannot enter," said a man who appeared suddenly, shaped from the surrounding shadow, a storm of starless night coalescing from mere darkness. He was tall and wide, dressed in casual Western pants and pullover, both black.
"There is a fee," an Asian man added, separating himself from the mass of his partner, like one of Shishir's blades at the moment the throwing wrist snaps. His charcoal suit made him seem like a new moon on the verge of manifesting into a terrible crescent.
Both men wore sunglasses, and Mukul was glad he didn't have to look into their eyes.
He was afraid to even try biting either of them.
He tried to say he had no money, that he was looking for a man dressed in furs and leather, and that he could be of service to them if only they'd place him under their protection. But his throat was dry and tight, and he could barely let out a squeak.
"We'll take him," Shishir said. Jolly's man and a half-dozen accomplices, from beggars to business men, sealed the way back.
Mukul didn't think. He dove between the legs of the larger man before him.
He wasn't surprised when the man caught him by his lupi, fingers clenching through the cloth, tightening its wrapping, pinching his groin, and frustrating his first instinct to slip out of the single piece of clothing he owned and running on, naked.
He wasn't surprised when one of Shishir's daggers appeared in the man's other hand, which he hadn't seen move, like a silver needle sticking out of a melon. Blood seeped from between his captor's fingers from the cut Shishir's keen edges had made when caught in midair. The knife was gone an instant, not thrown back, merely tossed aside, in disdain.
"There is always a charge," the Asian man said.
The fight unfolded with the inevitable certainty of a monsoon. The larger man drew Shishir and four others, forcing him to drop Mukul. The boy scrambled forward on his hands and knees. He hadn't gone more than a few meters when two short screams cut the air. "Thank you," the Asian man said.
"We will wait," said Shishir.
The boy didn't look back to see who either of them had been talking to. He crawled until shadows lightened and the railway station's sounds faded, replaced by music he'd never heard, driven by rhythms and voices alien to his ears. The air freshened, as if an invisible hand had fanned Calcutta's reek away, and a new set of scents swept in, human, sweaty but sweetened, lacking the fetor of city offal, and holding the promise of food.
Mukul looked up to see someone step over him, on his way out. Heart racing, he opened his mouth to call out until he saw it was not the contact he'd met on the bridge.
He dragged himself forward until a round-faced man, with a toothy grin, a sprig of hair decorating an otherwise bald pate, and eyes circular like a cartoon character's and translucently pale, as if color had been leached out of them, helped him to stand on his feet.
"Come with me," the man said. "I'll make sure you're safe." With an arm around Mukul's shoulders, he led him through a room more opulent than anything the boy had ever seen outside of movies, with marbled rose walls trimmed in gold and a polished black floor, brilliant chandeliers, and a long table crowded with so much food and drink that the cloud of aromas turned his stomach and brought tears, again, to his eyes. People laughed and danced and spoke quietly, huddled in two's and three's, and in corners touched each other the way he'd seen men and women do through windows or out in the street. Some touched in ways he'd never seen, and couldn't imagine desiring.
The man took Mukul through the sensory feast, so sweet and appetizing the boy felt corrupted in ways and in places Calcutta had never tried or reached. And then they stopped in a quiet place, and the man, scented like a garden, gently pushed Mukul down on a soft couch with a touch like a bird's feather fluttering from the sky, and he stripped the cloth from the boy's body, and caressed his skin and stroked his hair, and rolled him over on his stomach so that Mukul closed his eyes and remembered Sageenta and smiled.
Until the man's touch sent cold shivers up his spine.
The boy whirled on the bed, found the man over him, naked, one foot up on the couch, his cock erect, scrotum swinging. The smile on his face was pure and simple, radiant with lust.
The boy leapt at the man's sacs and bit. The scream curled and wheeled through the air like a Black Eagle chasing prey, and ended in gurgling. Mukul pulled away, meat still in his mouth, which he spat out as a spray of warm blood gushed from a hole between the man's legs and washed over his head and torso. The man collapsed, twitching, and the boy watched, wondering which would kill him first: the pain, poison, or loss of blood.
At the room's entry, a couple applauded before moving on.
Mukul spat again, eager to get the taste of blood out of his mouth, thinking of the food he'd passed. But a part of him, so small he barely noticed it, liked the taste, relished the feel and texture of living meat in his mouth, craved for more. Though he'd killed men with his bite before, he'd never felt such pleasure in the act.
The man's genitals lay on the floor, small, horribly bloody, like something discarded by a butcher as unusable even by the starving. He'd never used teeth for a castration, before.
The boy picked the meat up. Sniffed it. It didn't smell so bad. Already cool in his hands, the sacs looked like tender morsels he might swallow whole. How many nights had he wished he'd had as much meat in a week as he had in his hand at that moment.
Purushamedha. He remembered the word for human sacrifice.
Going further along the road of death than he ever had before, the boy pushed the meat into his mouth. Bit down. It was tougher than he thought it would be, and rolled between his teeth, along his tongue. He had to hold the sacs between his fingers and pull, rip, tear. He chewed, though he knew animals just swallowed their prey.
The man's scream echoed in his mind. That voice was clear, vibrant, alive inside his skull, and he didn't think he would ever forget it. It made the meat taste sweeter.
Something inside him twisted. Burned, in his chest, throat, groin. He convulsed, nearly fell, thought he was going to vomit.
Was this what women went through when they gave birth? he wondered.
He ran from the room, and found himself lost in a maze of corridors, great halls and smaller chambers. Men and women let him go by, giving his naked body curious glances if they noticed him at all, but never stopping or questioning him. He found a steaming pool and dove in, washing away blood and filth. He couldn't remember when he'd taken his last bath in a hot water.
Once out, he followed the aroma of food until he found another room, smaller than the one by the entrance, filled with a variety of delicacies. He nibbled and tasted as much as he could, favoring powerful curries and spiced dishes, as if to cleanse his mouth, stomach and entrails. He spat out strong drink, but poured juices from fruit he had never tasted before down his parched throat.
And then he was tired, so weary he couldn't keep his eyes closed, and he found a corner of a darkened room and feel asleep.
He didn't know how long he lay passed out in the black pit of a dreamless sleep, or for how much of that time the robed, hooded figure had been sitting on its haunches in the opposing corner, facing him. But he felt rested, fresh, and strong, and he could run or bite, as the situation demanded.
Dimly, he remembered he'd been looking for someone. A man. In furs. Because of Jolly.
"You don't seem to belong here," the hooded figure said, in a voice between a man's and a woman's. "You don't have a mark."
"Mark?"
A hand with long fingers and, it seemed, too many joints, emerged from the robe's sleeve and pointed its complement. A sign appeared on the parchment-crinkled skin between thumb and forefinger. "Painfreak's mark."
"There was trouble getting in," the boy said, suddenly afraid he was going to be thrown out. "I came in with someone. A man, in furs. Tall, thin. I don't remember his name, but he promised—"
"Please." A face nearly appeared out of shadows beneath the figure's hood. "I heard the scream. Followed you. Thought you were like me. I thought you wanted nothing, in this place where hunger reigns. But I see now, you do." The figure rose, smoothly, like a puppet rising on strings.
Air blew across the boy's face, warm, steaming, carrying a fragrant scent, like jasmine tea, that brought back vague memories of comfort and protection. There'd been a woman, long ago. Her name eluded him.
"Help me," the boy said, and he thought it might have been the first time in his life he'd ever asked for anything.
"What will you do with this man you're looking for?"
"Ask him why he lied," he answered, not sure why that was important.
The robed figure left, its hem trailing smoothly on the ground so there was no sign of feet, no hint of motion other than the stranger's serene forward progress, like a barge floating on the river current.
The boy sat with his back to the wall, knees to chest, and worked at remembering exactly who he was, and where, and why. He was in danger. That much was certain. Shishir. That was the name of the immediate threat. He waited, just outside. He worked for someone else. Jolly.
But if he was looking for a man for Jolly, why did Shishir want to kill him? Details fluttered away, facts slipped from his grasp, and the work of trying to reclaim who he'd been felt like the hardest he'd ever done. He tired, and fell back asleep.
When he woke, the robed figure was back. Stretched out on the ground before it, kissing a fold in the robe's rough material, lay a man the boy recognized. He'd seen him, on a bridge. And the man had lied to him. Caused him trouble. Put him in danger.
Rage exploded in his head, shot down through his chest and limbs. Before he knew he'd moved, he was on the man, tearing an ear off, sinking his teeth into the back of the neck until he scrapped bone, and then digging deeper to get at marrow. He spat out skin and ligament and muscle, then dove down again into the flailing mound of flesh, riding the wave of pain, rooting for nerves and organs that might seize and convulse from his poison.
He didn't know how long he savaged the man, but when he finally pulled away, his rage a gentle hum at the back of his thoughts, and strangely sated, as if he'd feasted on the entire contents of the first table of food he'd first seen in this place, the man had stopped moving. Once again, he couldn't tell if his bite or the violence had killed his victim.
Sucking on bone chips still in his mouth as if they were hard candy, he looked to the robed figure. Rage dried up and blew away in the stranger's withering presence. For a second, he thought he heard himself mewl.
"You forgot to ask him why."
The boy spat the chips out.
The robe undulated, while its wearer's shoulders and legs remained still. "You're different from the others who come here. Not in the same way I am, but still different."
"What is this place?"
"Do you want to learn?"
"Is there a way out other than the way I came in?"
"Not for you."
With Shishir waiting outside, there was no other choice. "Then yes, I want to learn."
The robed figure knelt by the boy. Two women and a man looked into the room. The man stared at the corpse. One of the women asked if they could come in. The figure pulled down the hood slightly, turning away from the boy, revealing a part of itself to them. The three ran away.
"First," the figure said, "you must know you have come to a temple to appetite. Some consider it paradise, others hell. Its name is Painfreak, and it is a gathering place for men and women and their hungers. If that man betrayed you, or the ones outside, the act was a sacred one born from this place. Many hungers live here. Many desires. People come, to be satisfied, to be desired. Today, the door opens onto Calcutta. Tomorrow, Paris. The next, Peking. So all the world may satisfy itself."
The boy didn't understand, but didn't care. "What about you?" he asked. "What's your name?"
"I came here searching for my desire, which the world could not light. I never hungered or needed for anything, or anyone. Curiosity made me study seduction's art, to see if I could inspire desire in others. But no one ever wanted me. Maybe I should have gone to a monastery, where my kind prosper. But curiosity wouldn't let go. What would it be like to need? Or be needed? That's a kind of hunger, I suppose. A pale one, in this temple. In all the time I've been here, I've never found the answer. Now I'm trapped in those questions, in this place, waiting to need or be needed, afraid to leave and carry with me an ache for a missing hunger, and the memory of starving in the excess of what might have satisfied it."
The boy wished the robed figure hadn't talked for so long. "You didn't tell me your name."
"Do you remember yours?"
The boy couldn't answer.
"So we have that much in common."
"What's the second thing I have to know?"
"The time here is always now."
Again, the boy didn't understand. "Are there more things?"
"You'll come to them. In time."
"I'm not wearing that," the boy said, poking at the robe, its rough texture scratching skin. He was careful not to push too deep and feel what was underneath.
"You won't have to."
They sat in silence for a while, and when the robed figure got up, the boy stood, too, and they walked out into the halls. Clothes were found, empty rooms, places to sleep, feed, shit and piss, clean up.
Hours passed. Days. The boy drifted in the robed figure's wake. They rarely spoke, and usually the exchange was sparked by a question from him, which was always answered, though often not in a way that made sense to him. After a while, he stopped asking where Painfreak came from and where was it going, whether the figure was a man or a woman, and why didn't anyone try to throw them out. He gave up trying to figure out what he saw people do to each other, such things he'd never imagined or witnessed. Though he'd forgotten a lot, he was sure he would have remembered these particular acts.
They spent time, a great deal of time, in a hall of mirrors, which the robed figure said was supposed to reveal appetites. The boy watched his reflection. He seemed older than he should be. And around him, clouds swirled, dark, streaked with lightning, raining blood, and they seemed to be blowing out from him, as if he was the horizon they were crossing to bring their fury.
The boy thought he saw himself as he should be, small and thin, without a storm brewing around him, standing next to the robed figure in its reflection.
"If you stay, you have to work," the robed figure said one day.
"Who's going to tell us to leave?" the boy asked.
"You don't want to know."
The robed figure showed, by example, the nature of the work it could do, by walking into a room full of people, but remaining aloof, mysterious. Soon enough, a few men and women gathered around it. The figure refused to speak, and slowly walked away. Two women followed. They found a room, and allowed the boy to sit in a corner and watch as they stripped for the figure, and made love to each other, and beat one another until bruises mottled their skin, and finally wept and crawled away.
"Did you enjoy that?" the boy asked.
"No. That's why it's called work."
"I thought no one wanted you."
"Do you think it was me, beneath this cloth, that they wanted? Or was it just the question of what I might be?"
They went back over the territory they'd already covered, only this time the figure gently pushed the boy into rooms where things were happening, with only one warning: never bite. Not even when they beg for it.
The figure's fingers were always cold.
At first, he watched over the drugged, exhausted, unconscious, and the dead. He learned how to kill the dead again if they got up, or send them on to where they were needed. Then he learned how to give injections, how to cut and stitch, saw and break, to the limits of human endurance, and just a little beyond. He overcame his instinct to join in the occasional fights that exploded every now and then, and instead let them evolve, shaping the conflicts with minimal interventions so that onlookers were entertained. He studied pain, in the acts and reactions of others, discovering the moments where hesitation was required, so that pleasure might blossom, briefly, like a desert flower, before the arid duress of suffering returned.
The first scream he personally inspired resonated with a chorus of wracked voices that rose up in his mind, as if they'd been waiting for another to join their number. But the only particular memories the scream brought back was of the man who'd touched him, and what he'd done to him.
The thing born inside him that day wiggled as it was fed by the scream, and whined for more.
He learned deeper arts in the craft of castration, which he recalled practicing as a way to pass time in a city, someplace long ago, for local butchers. He wrote on skin, then on organs. He learned the play of whips and sticks on flesh, then moved on to mastering the full panoply of torture instrumentation.
There was the day he lost his virginity, which he hadn't been aware he'd been keeping, and the day he killed to feed the thing inside him. They were the same day, with the same woman.
On that day, the robed figure stopped pushing him into new rooms. On that day, he was given a room of his own, to shut or keep open, as he saw fit, and told he was free to bite because the poison that had protected him as a child had sunk deep into his heart, into his soul, and though his teeth were less of a threat, he was much more dangerous.
He lost track of the robed figure, forgot about it for long periods, remembering their allegiance only when he ran across it in some of the older sections of Painfreak, where most patrons didn't wander. He'd catch a glimpse of the figure as it floated over the bowed floors of broken-down halls, through rooms with cracked walls and falling ceilings haunted by the withered unfleshed remains of desire. The boy liked the ghosts, and studied them for inspiration. He never called out to the figure, and it always moved on, without greeting or farewell. He never saw the figure in the hall of mirrors, anymore.
He named the thing inside him Beast, because that's what it was and what it made him into, but he still couldn't recall his own name, and no one ever knew him long enough to give him another.
One day an older woman came to him, white-haired, wrinkled and sagging in her nakedness. She smelled of eucalyptus. He asked her if she wanted him to take her to his room, and she agreed, though when they entered she didn't submit to any of the devices and instruments he had collected. Instead, she lay on the floor and asked that she join him.
"What do you want?" he asked, puzzled, thinking she'd made a mistake in seeking him out.
"Innocence," she said. "Will you be my Max?"
"Who's he?"
She rubbed her stomach, turned on her side and cried. "The one who wasn't born."
He killed her on the floor, picking up a heavy metal manacle and smashing it into her skull until her hair was no longer white, until she had no more hair, or skull, or head, until he couldn't see because of the splattered brain in his eyes, which still stung from the bits of shattered bone that had flown into them.
The Beast filled his mind with its joy, and he fell asleep, blindly ecstatic.
When he woke, the robed figure stood at the doorway to his room. "Now we're different. Night and day. You are appetite. I am its absence. It's time we parted."
"We already have," the boy said, riding the passion of his belligerence. But the Beast didn't rise, and the figure didn't show fear. The boy was left angry and afraid, paralyzed.
"No. Not until now."
The boy didn't want to leave. There was danger waiting for him outside this place, that much he felt was certain. And he'd earned a position in the hierarchy of the domain in which he survived; he even had his own room.
Only the room was suddenly cold, and the mechanisms he'd gathered in it, so familiar and comforting, turned on him, exuding menace. The danger was not outside, anymore.
The robed figure hadn't moved, nor revealed its face. The smells and sounds of the place, this Painfreak, remained the same. People screamed and wailed in the background, they cried out from the depths of their hungers. They whimpered and laughed. The stink of their sweat filled the air.
The boy understood, suddenly, without thought, and surprised himself with a vision that reached beyond the immediate necessities of life. Painfreak had not changed. He had.
He was the threat in the place he'd thought of as home. "You're going to miss me," he said.
"No," the figure replied. "I won't."
The boy left, taking care not to brush the cloak's rough fabric as he passed through the doorway.
The sound of weeping was close behind him. He didn't look back. Did not care. He didn't want what he was leaving behind.
He wandered the halls and rooms and great galleries of Painfreak, but this time with a purpose. He followed well-dressed men and women, those who wore styles of clothing he was familiar with, that reminded him of long ago, until he found a room with walls of marbled rose walls trimmed in gold and a polished black floor, lit by brilliant chandeliers hanging over a long table full to overflowing with food. Men and women danced slowly to gentle music, laughed, and whispered.
The hairs at the back of his neck rose. He waited in a corner for someone to approach him, to say, "Little boy, I'll make sure you're safe." But no one did, and after a while he didn't want to kill everyone in the room, and his heart had stopped beating fast, and the Beast quieted, though it was still hungry, and disappointed in its host's reticence.
The coldness of his old room lingered at the base of his spine. He knew better than to fight to stay in a place he wasn't wanted, or satisfy any gnawing needs for revenge. Especially when that place was so much larger than anything he would ever become.
And there was gratitude, scattered like petals before a procession, for everything he'd learned and received.
The boy tracked people appearing and disappearing magically through a doorway, and followed.
He walked down a hallway, from light to darkness, avoiding others, but nearly tripping over a boy, stinking and filthy, barely more than skin and bones, crawling at his feet.
Until a stench, both shocking and familiar, made him stop. He looked for the pits that could be found in Painfreak, in which some liked to bathe in, and which he'd avoided. He found instead a doorway looking out on a bustling crowd set off beyond a row of columns. The smell blew in from that open doorway, along with the sound of train whistles and the murmur of a crowd.
He went through, and a man emerged from shadow behind the columns, along with a beggar, a man in uniform, and a fourth who used his umbrella as a crutch as he limped out. The first tall, thin sliver of bone and muscle, bleeding from an arm and the top of his head, came closer, stepping over three bodies. A chill breeze seemed to gust from him.
Before anyone could speak, a small, Asian man with his eyes hidden by sunglasses appeared from the darkest shadows by the door, grabbed the boy's hand, and pressed a cold, metal bar against the skin between a thumb and forefinger. Behind the Asian man stood his tall, wide companion, eyes also masked. The sheen of their sweat reflected what little light there was in the alcove. Both wore the slightest of smiles.
"The price was paid," the Asian man said, addressing the boy. "Thank you. A pleasure serving you. Come again." He pulled the metal rod away, and the pair backed off.
The boy didn't see where they went because he realized he'd been looking down on the man, rather than up at him, and that felt wrong. Then he felt something else entirely. A knife coming his way. He moved just enough to let if fly by his head.
The beggar and the uniform were on him. He blocked a kick, turned a blow, swept one of his assailants off of his feet and grabbed the head of the other with both hands, lifting the chin and turning the head in one smooth, swift motion, pushing through resistance, snapping the neck. He stomped the fallen attacker in the groin, and again in the neck. The Beast raised its voice, demanding more.
"What goes on in there?" the tall, cold man asked, eyes narrowed, gaze slipping to the doorway while his last companion limped hurriedly away.
"Whatever people want to happen," the boy answered.
"I don't want any trouble from you. I'm looking for the boy who just went in."
He almost said, I'm a boy, too. But then he remembered a name: Shishir. A place: Calcutta. A time: now.
Time is always now.
He looked at his hands, at Shishir, at the bodies on the ground. Realized what he'd done. He wasn't a boy, anymore. But he was back in the place he'd left a lifetime ago, running from danger.
He grunted, as if taking a blow to the gut.
The Beast howled.
He gave the Beast his voice, and paused an instant to watch Shishir's eyes grow wider. Someone looked in from beyond the columns.
He moved, fast, anticipating the knife, shifting his hips as he closed, letting the weapon slide in the empty space between elbow and rib. He locked the wrist against his body with the elbow, spun, got low, turned a hip. Bone snapped. A startled cry ended abruptly as Shishir slammed against the hard floor.
He took his time choking the life out of the man, squeezing his fingers together slowly, savoring every raspy gasp for air, the fluttering lips, the spittle, the flapping tongue, the body, a wire of muscle, squirming under him. He was surprised by how well the lessons he'd learned about pain translated to fighting.
The Beast wanted more, but he was done with Shishir, and he knew where there was more to feed on.
He went through the train station, the years and life he'd spent in Painfreak falling away, vanishing like mist and dreams in the dawn. The name, like the mark, remained, a shadow across his memories, a mountain forever veiled by mist.
He walked. Slowly. It seemed important for him to take his time, to be slow and deliberate. Not to rush.
Or run.
On his way back to the place rage told him he had to visit, he stopped in front of a mirror in a shop window and studied his reflection. His face was smooth, young, attractive in a fierce, masculine kind of way, beneath straight, black hair. A strong pair of shoulders and a stout neck didn't divulge all of his strength. He looked fit, though he'd have to change his clothes and wash up. There was still blood on his face and shirt from the old woman, the one from his dream. He shook his head, laughed. Dreams didn't bleed. It had to have been from Shishir, or one of his men.
He wasn't dressed quite like everyone else on the streets. The pants, shoes and shirt were all of a different shade of familiar colors, cut and styled in a fashion that made many turn and stare at him. He couldn't remember where he'd picked the outfit up, but resolved to find more subtle furnishings when he was done.
After the blood.
A man tried to stop him at the first floor entry. He bit the guard, on the chin, then the cheek, following up quickly with tearing rakes to the nose, ears and cheek, before ending at the throat. He'd expected the man to die at his first bite, but when that didn't happen, he let himself go and the Beast joyously followed. The Beast had him linger over the throat, nibbling at the edges of the ragged hole in the flesh like he was giving a lover pleasure. He knew he should rush up the stairs because the man's initial screams, and sounds of the struggle, had warned the one he wanted. But what was done was done. The Beast needed its reward.
When he climbed the stairs, he was slow and deliberate, listening and watching for an ambush. He kicked the third floor door in. Jolly was on him before he could step through the office entrance.
The gun went off as soon as he'd deflected Jolly's hand. The man would have been better off waiting behind his desk. But, like the Beast, he liked to do his work at close quarters. He appreciated intimacy. That was another reason he'd so loved the boy whose bite could kill.
The gun flew down the stairwell with a lock of elbow and wrist, and a wrench. Using leverage, and a quick pivot, he threw Jolly back into the room, stumbling to the front of his desk.
He caught Jolly as he was opening a top drawer, where another gun rested. He grabbed Jolly from behind, by the balls, and pulled him away. He squeezed, and the man doubled over, collapsed his knees, rolled over on his side. Without letting go, he lay down next to Jolly and whispered in his ear, "I've blossomed." He almost laughed, surprising himself with what he'd said.
"What?" Jolly said. "Who?"
He opened his mouth to give his name, but couldn't remember. He knew it had something to do with blossoming, with flowers, but the word wouldn't come.
Shishir was the first name that came to him, but not enough time had passed since that name had been attached to someone living. Another came to him, from the lips of someone he'd killed. Or dreamed he killed. Just before Shishir.
He couldn't remember who she'd been, or why he'd been with her. But a dead woman naming him felt right, for whatever reason she'd had to to do.
"Max," he said.
"Who?" Jolly asked again.
He understood Jolly was demanding to know who'd sent an assassin to kill him. "Max," he said, again. He eased the pressure on Jolly's balls, grabbed and locked a wrist, got up and pinned the man's head to the floor with a knee and the weight of his body.
Jolly's eyes lolled, like a cow's he'd seen die once when hit by a truck as it wandered Calcutta's streets. "Familiar," he said, the word sounded more like a croak.
"Just another bud that's bloomed, in its time." Again, the words felt right. He could tell by the eyes that Jolly didn't understand, either, but after a few moments, Jolly's eyes grew wider, as if just his voice carried a latent power to frighten, and he was pleased.
The Beast wanted blood, but Max sensed this man deserved something more: a deeper taste of the things he knew how to do. He broke the wrist he was holding, then the elbow, and finally separated the shoulder for that arm. Jolly's screams carried over Calcutta's din, but no one came to investigate. The body downstairs must have served as a warning.
Max worked on the other arm, then the ribs, one by one, snapping each, puncturing the lung so that Jolly was forced to cough up blood between weakening gasps for air and fading cries. The Beast drank the pain, discovering a form of pleasure that did not rely on gore. It fed on Jolly's sweat, on the sounds rising through his throat, and from inside of him. The Beast savored his convulsions and shudders as Max applied pressure to a hip joint and a knee. When Max paused, to give Jolly the strength to beg, to offer meaningless information on his rivals and allies, to promise wealth and power, the Beast anticipated the crushing despair that would come when Max tired of words and resumed the breaking.
Max worked through the day and into the night, past Jolly falling into silence, shock and numbness, even his inability to be revived. He practiced on the internal organs, without breaking skin, because the skills came easily, as if he'd employed them often after learning from masters. But the time came when the Beast lay dormant within him, satisfied, slumbering, dreaming its dreams of horror, and Max was bored by the lack of any reciprocity from his victim. So he severed the last thread connecting Jolly to life, putting his hand over nose and mouth to suffocate him, and let the body fall to the floor.
And when the body had settled, its death like smoke rising from the burning ghats, signaling the end of a karmic turn he felt had taken him on a long journey only to come to the beginning of still another path, Max looked over to the man who'd been watching all along: the American, he remembered. The one who'd laughed at a little boy jumping out a window to avoid the certainty of that same smoke, that same death.
"Quite a repertoire you've got there, son," the American said. "What's your name?"
"Max."
"Nice. Simple. I like that. How old are you?"
"I don't know."
"Huh. You look about eighteen to me. What kind of accent is that? It ain't from around here."
"I don't know."
"Could pass for some kind of American."
Max didn't answer. He didn't know if the man was playing with him.
"You look familiar."
"No, I don't."
"You wouldn't happen to have a younger brother, would you?"
"No."
"Well, that's fine. A mommy or daddy near abouts?"
"No."
"Even better. I take it you're kind of like these chandal fellows around here, the shit cleaners and corpse carriers, right? Untouchable?"
"Yes."
"Well, we have some work for you. Here and there. Got a little project in Nam I could use you in. Interested?"
"Why should I work for you?"
"We pay better. We can offer legal status, rights, safe harbor, absolution. You know, like what they do with those Bengali tigers. Build a sanctuary around them. Protect them in the wild."
The man stood. Drifted toward the doorway. Max saw that he was armed, underneath his suit jacket and pants, but he was sure he could cover the distance between them before any shots were fired.
"What do you need?" the man said, glancing out into the hallway before fixing Max with a quizzical eyebrow raised.
"A woman," Max said, listening to the rumbling purr of the dreaming Beast.
The man smiled and waved his hand for him to come over, and when Max did, he put an arm over his shoulder and led him to the stairs. "Don't we all, brother, don't we all. You sure you're legal?" He burst out laughing, slapped the banister, and went down. "Come on, son, let me show you how to have a good time."
Max followed, eager to learn.
Standing over my father's big body stretched out dead on the parquet floor. Night presses against my shoulders. Father faces down, arms stretched out to me in supplication. Submission. The house is still. Chipped wooden furniture, cracked walls, windows broken with that terrible night flooding through the jagged glass edges, pushing me towards the body. Looking down, the corpse is gone. Walking, feet floating over the floor, moving like a barracuda through a sunken wreck, searching for the body. Treading darkness . . .
Paul heard about the killing from his carpool partner, Nate.
"Hardly got any damned sleep with all those sirens and lights and people poking around last night," Nate mumbled as he slipped into the front seat. He waved back to his kids, Neil and Melody, standing at their front door. Melody, the older at four, had her arm around two year old Neil, who was wiping away tears. Their mother, pale and haggard, wearing a faded yellow house dress instead of her normal business suit, stood behind them with a hand on their shoulders. They looked like the model of suburban American family values, touched by dread.
Paul was frankly sick of the entire wholesome lot.
Paul grunted, then leaned out of the way as Nate tossed his briefcase into the back seat of the Lexus. "At least you don't have nightmares," he said softly. He pulled out and headed for the highway, shaking off the fleeting memory of his own terrors from the past night. Paul's wife, Beth, was away on a business trip. She took many these days. Their kids didn't need adults to shake them awake and tell them they had to get to college classes or part-time jobs. Not that they had ever waved good-bye to him as he went off to work when they were younger. Everybody did what was expected of them in his little family, no more, no less. Mom and Dad earned the money, the kids went to school and kept their grades relatively high, and when they worked, their jobs were steady if low-paying and dead-end.
The family vacations were exotic and the cars were nice. They might have been wholesome once, a long time ago. For a very brief time. They were just average, now.
Nate didn't see that this was happening to his life, too. But then Nate was a lot younger, if only a step below Paul on the corporate ladder. Nate had time to discover the pain lurking behind the hint of dread in his family's expressions. There was time for the dread to creep through his life like a numbing plague, wash out passion and joy and leave a gray wash of routine survival. If there was any justice in the world, he'd have Paul's nightmares in a few years.
Paul glanced over at Nate shifting his muscular body only a few years removed from college football. The other managers had the kid pegged as a smooth, aggressive comer. Everything was going his way for now. In the next few years, though, Nate and his wife and kids would lose touch with each other. The quick, cold currents of television and mall culture would snatch the kids away as they grew up. Mom and Dad would be busy chasing their careers, but sooner or later they'd reach a ceiling and become frustrated, bored. They'd wake up next to each other one day and discover strangers. Nate would wonder what had ever happened to his young, solid body. His wife would wonder, too. He'd look at his thin, graying hair in the mirror and debate whether or not he looked worse than his wife.
Dreams, the private ones about starting his own business, or studying music, or traveling beyond the tourist meccas to where real people lived different lives, would atrophy and die.
Ambitions centered on acquiring power and shaping even a tiny part of everyone else's life would be crushed and twisted by the terrible truth of one's own personal failings and limitations. The ambition would metamorphose into pathetic little fantasies to be acted out with women paid to be attentive for an hour or two.
Paul understood; he was living through it all. Paul wished he could be there to see Nate begin to understand his life, begin to experience fully and every day the tiny sliver of shadowy terror that had just cast a pall over his family's expressions.
A door opens. Floating into my mother's kitchen, the old refrigerator rattling in its corner, the broken oven door ajar, finding a butcher's knife on the black and white tile floor. Mother giggles outside the house. A shadow flickers across the open window over the sink. She's dancing naked on the lawn, under the moon and stars. In the night. Night blows its cool breath across my face. Shivering, I fall out of the kitchen, back through the door, through darkness, drowning, sinking into sudden light . . .
"—got in through the kitchen window," Nate was saying as Paul shuddered his way out of a nightmare fragment. "Broke the glass while the woman was in the basement washing."
"What the hell are you talking about?" Paul grumbled, honking the horn at a driver cutting ahead of him in his lane. He didn't even remember getting on the highway.
"Plumber's wife on my block? Killed yesterday?" Nate shifted in his seat, stared at Paul. His shoulders blocked the side view mirror. "Man, you're in worse shape than my wife and kids. At least they had an excuse, putting up with those detectives and media types all day and night."
The mention of murder coupled with the blackout frightened Paul. He had lost control of his reality, and the next thing he knew, someone had been killed. A chill passed through him.
"Anyway, this tabloid guy, he tells me he figures the killer waits for her to come upstairs, then bashes her head, rapes her, cuts her arms and legs off. Cops think she still might have been alive at this point, but not conscious. Shock kills her while he's doing his thing: planting her arms and legs all over the house. One arm in the kitchen, hand holding a coffee cup. The son of a bitch even made coffee, filled the cup. Another arm in the bathroom, her fingers around a toothbrush topped off with paste. A leg in the bedroom, in hose and heel. The other leg propped up on the exercise bike. Like everything's normal, like she's doing all the things she usually does. All at the same time. The head and torso he just leaves in the hallway. Drops behind the Sears tools he used on her. Footprints show the guy had on those plastic one-piece spacesuits, like they wear in asbestos removal jobs, with elastic booties covering the shoe sole. And the shoe size is too large for the weight. Typical trick. Sick son of bitch."
"Jesus Christ," Paul whispered. It was too much like the dreams. Blood, bodies. Terrible things happening in silence, in darkness. "Shut the fuck up."
"It gets worse," Nate said, chuckling.
Paul winced as Nate started up again, arms waving, hands gesturing, barely able to control his energy and enthusiasm. Nightmare images bubbled in Paul's mind.
"This tabloid guy—I don't know if I believe him, but what the hell—he tells me a few years back there was a murder just like this one. In Arizona. Only get this, it was the second hit the family took. First time, some serial psycho they called the Dust Devil rapes and kills a young girl in the house. Leaves dust in her mouth, other places, too. Few months later, the mother gets it. Pieces all over the place, just like the plumber's wife.
"Newspapers called the killer Mr. Homemaker. The old man, he can't take it and kills himself. They had a son, young, got placed in foster care. Last year he gets killed crossing the street in a hit and run. Pretty wild, huh?"
"Yeah, real wild." Paul turned on the radio. He found a station with loud, fast music and turned up the volume.
"Hey, are you nuts?" Nate protested with a wince. He swatted Paul's hand away from the controls and turned down the volume. "I'm still half-asleep, and you want to blow me out of the car? Anyway, I'm getting a guard dog for the house and the kids. And an alarm. Showed my wife how to use the pistol again last night, too. And I'm getting myself a shotgun."
"Husband probably did it," Paul said. Instantly, he regretted continuing the conversation. He didn't want to talk about the murder. His reality was frayed enough as it was, worsened by the nightmares still reverberating in his head. The anxiety building in his gut over the coming day's meetings and deadlines and reports were no help, nor was the fact that he was riding with the man who would probably become his boss in a couple of years. Talking about death striking in their own neighborhood with such savage intensity just made him feel even more unreal.
He sighed and shook his head as he thought about the shadow he had seen over the faces of Nate's wife and kids. Their expressions had had nothing to do with the lives they were going to lead. Their dread had had everything to do with absence of joy and passion, pain and misery. The shadow he had seen belonged to death.
"No, the plumber was working on a contract in another state. Besides, he and his wife were tight. Though, you know—"
"Enough," Paul cut in. "It's too damn early for this crap, Nate. Let's just get to work in one piece, okay?"
Nate scoffed and settled back into the seat. "You know," he whispered, "if I didn't know any better, I'd think you were a bigger pussy than my wife." He closed his eyes, cracked his knuckles and then settled his hands on his thighs.
The crying is ragged, desperate. A wailing storm of hunger and pain. It calls me to the crib that stands alone in a barren room. Light pours down from the ceiling, night leers from the open windows breaching three walls. Darkness pushes me from the threshold towards the crib. The wooden handle is cool in my hand. Infant reaches out for me, fingers searching, clutching air. Eyes fix on me, open wide. Mouth yawns, tongue sticks out. Scream erupts. Baby waves frantically. The knife's cutting edge comes to rest gently on baby's soft cotton, lace trimmed top.
Where did the day go? Paul wondered suddenly, standing in the middle of the night on the driveway leading to a darkened house. And how did I wind up here? Another black out? He shivered.
A cool breeze ruffled Paul's hair as he took in the block of houses, all dark, and the mass of trees at his back screening the highway from the neighborhood. His car was the only one parked on the block. Down on the next street, window lights blazed like airport beacons. A car, headlights piercing the darkness, turned on to the street in the distance, then turned again and disappeared among the trees. Paul suddenly recognized the area. Nate's house was on the next block. The car had taken the same ramp he took to get on the highway on the days he was scheduled to drive the car.
If this was Nate's neighborhood, his street, then the house was . . . the house was
The house belonged to the plumber whose wife had been murdered. The fact fit neatly into Paul's mind, along with the day's numbing catalog of meetings and reports and conversations with coworkers. For a moment, Paul was relieved as his life returned to him and he remembered driving home from work and dropping off Nate, dinner with his disinterested kids, a brief check-in telephone call from his wife, a cable movie, going to bed, dreams. Nightmares.
Nightmares, and then getting up at a three o'clock in the morning and driving to the plumber's house. To watch.
But what was he watching? Paul shivered as the breeze gusted. He had on sweat pants, sneakers and a tank top: too light for late September. Never mind the watching; what was he doing out here? Paul turned away from the house and headed for his car. He was relieved he had not lost a part of his life. But he was losing control of it. The blackouts filled with nightmare were taking over. Maybe a shrink—but no, nothing was wrong with him, really—
"Hell of a thing," a gravelly man's voice said from behind a hedge.
Paul jumped, whirled to face the speaker, then took a few tentative side-steps towards his car.
A figure came out from behind the wall of greenery. The beam from a small hand light flicked on, illuminating a gold badge and police ID. The figure held the light on the badge for a few moments. Paul froze in place. He gasped for breath as his heart raced. The light flashed in his face, then darted over his body before finally turning back on the figure.
The large, round moon of a face staring back at Paul contained narrowed eyes, a wrinkled, faintly glistening forehead, a broken nose and a thick-lipped mouth twisted into an expression of knowing amusement. The body that followed in the light was tall, thick, dressed in a two-piece hooded sweat suit. A shoulder harness was visible for a brief moment as the breeze picked at the man's open hooded jacket.
Paul nervously smoothed his tank top over the bulge of his belly.
The man laughed and pressed his hand into Paul's. "Detective Kessler, from County." He cocked his head back at the plumber's house. "Did my time in the city. Figured I'd come out here, get away from the weird stuff. Guess it followed me out. You're from the next town out; picked up your partner in that house on the next block yesterday morning. Had your plates checked. We were watching then, too."
"What are you doing here?" Paul asked, and immediately felt foolish. There was only one reason for the police to stake out a murder scene. Paul wanted desperately to go back to his car, to go home.
"Well, I guess I'm playing the tourist, myself. Getting paid for it, too. People think, a detective hiding out, he's probably hoping the murderer comes back to look things over. Works in the movies, maybe. Wish those Hollywood types wouldn't make things so simple. You never really know why someone stands around and watches. There's reasons underneath the reasons, know what I mean?" Kessler chuckled, stopped suddenly. "What are you doing here yourself?" The detective turned to Paul.
"I—I don't know, really. I just got up, restless, took a drive."
Kessler grunted. "Another tourist. Nothing to be ashamed of. People been driving by here all day and night. Heard some saying one guy did this. One sick guy. It's a terrible thing to think, that a man's life could get so bad, or his head so twisted, that he'd believe doing something like this made sense. But we all believe it. One man. A madman. Makes things simple. You catch some bastard, and it's over. Shrinks analyze him, movies make him into a monster, books talk about what an abused child he was."
"Yes," Paul said, frightened by the man and his steady, friendly chatter about death and madness. "Well, I—"
"But why just one guy?" Kessler asked him, putting a heavy hand on Paul's shoulder. Paul felt a shaft of fear pass through him, pinning him to sidewalk.
"You know how many cars and trucks came through here yesterday? Kids on bikes? Could have been one of them. Maybe two, three, four. Lookouts, a break in guy, a cutter, another to do the weird stuff, a driver. Scary, huh?
"It's not something we like to advertise. Bad enough the neighbors went on long vacations thinking just one killer's on the loose."
"That can't happen," Paul protested, his voice sounding faint. "People notice, don't they? It's too much, isn't it?" His words came back to him as if someone else had spoken them.
"You notice a UPS or cable truck? A guy who missed getting on that highway ramp up the block?" Kessler's laughter was a rumbling wave crashing over Paul. He put his other hand on Paul's shoulder and shook his head from side to side. "You think that's crazy? There's times when more than one family member gets it. You see it in the city a lot: fires, random shots, car rundowns, rapes, all happening to one family. Wipes them out."
Kessler paused, his smile fading. His gaze bore into Paul. "Why? Is there some kind of competition going on? Let's see who can knock off the most people in a family? Or do a bunch get together and see who can top who for technique and creativity. Who keeps score? What's the prize? Are there newsletters for this kind of thing? Computer bulletin boards? Conventions?
"In the city, it's easy to get away with it. Nobody cares. Out here, a family going one by one gets noticed. Of course, a few people in the right place, helping things along, and the family goes anyway. One at a time."
Paul shivered. Kessler took his hands away and rubbed them together. He looked back at the plumber's house. "Heard about it happening," he said. "Never seen it, of course. Just a thought."
"Killers, you know, they need for it. Born to do it. They get a taste for that blood, maybe from the service, or their job, or something terrible that happens to them when they're a kid, or something that happens when they're travelling. Lots of stuff happens to tourists. You'd be surprised what goes on during little getaways, how they change people. Maybe folks find out this," he said, with a wave to the plumber's house, "is what they're about. They get real good, and they don't get caught. Practically doing it for sport. After a while, maybe they get lonely. That's a special taste they got. They get together. A killer club? How about that? Things go from there, and they get out of hand real fast."
Paul felt rooted to the spot. The roots went deep beneath the concrete and tar, spread far, to find old cemeteries and ancient burial site, forgotten killing fields, and bloody battlegrounds. The roots touched something dark in his mind, and connected that darkness to the plumber's house.
He whimpered when Kessler looked back at him.
"Maybe we're all killers, Mr. Tourist," Kessler said.
Blood drips from the stars, tumbles from the face of the moon, splashes on trees and roads and people scurrying for cover. Blood floods city streets, overflows from river banks, rolls in from the sea in enormous tidal waves washing over bridges and skyscrapers and mountains. Blood licks planes from the sky, kisses the clouds, blots out the sun. Hollow skins float in blood. I swim in crimson, drinking the life, the freedom.
"—process of dehumanization," the stranger next to Kessler said, syllables shooting out from his mouth in rapid-fire. He was tall, with long, dark hair, a hooked nose and pronounced chin. The battery lamp at his feet cast sharp shadows across the angular features of his face. One hand tightly gripped a pocket tape recorder; the fingers of his other hand rapidly drummed his thigh, as if unable to contain the energy coiled in his lanky body.
Kessler kept his face turned to Paul, away from the light. His eyes gazed past Paul, fixed on the wall of trees across the street. He had his hands in his jacket pockets. Insects sang, car tires sighed over the highway roadbed.
A chill passed through Paul. He glanced at the sky, flinching, expecting blood on the stars. He caught up to the past: Detective Kessler talking; the stranger walking up to them from the other side of the plumber's house, exchanging greetings, whispers, laughter with the detective, then staring at Paul while the detective droned on about—what? Paul could not remember.
Finally, the stranger had jumped into a pause in the detective's babbling. And started on his own rant.
"Information overload," the newcomer said, continuing his monologue, looking with eager anticipation from Paul to Kessler and back again.
"Everything is amplified, over-dubbed, speeded-up. Humanity must evolve to deal with the new information environment. New stresses and ecologies demand adaptations, even new life forms. The old ways must break down to make way for more appropriate means of dealing with the world."
Kessler grunted, spoke softly, "Ask that plumber if cutting up his wife was an appropriate way of dealing with the world."
"It's not, it's not, by our standards," the stranger said excitedly. He looked to Kessler, and when the detective would not make eye contact he focused his manic attention on Paul. "But don't you see? These are new life forms we're talking about here. The behaviors we consider a part of humanity have been stripped away. These creatures have regressed, they've been reduced, distilled, purified. They carry the sharpened intelligence and organization, the manipulative skills and imagination of mankind, combined with the primal instincts and predatory skills of animals.
"The first were probably made for war. Disciplined, trained, kept on the fringe, called in for special jobs or maybe aimed like guided missiles and fired off to see what happens. Experiments both failed and successful, or simply retired. They became the models for an entire genus of others, shaped by accident, by natural forces, by the world as it's become. Humans who lost their humanity. Freaks of nature, perfectly suited for the anonymity of cities, computer networks, highways."
"What do you call them when they come together?" Kessler asked, turning to scan the trees, street, houses. "There's a kettle of hawks, a route of wolves, a grist of bees. Do you call them a blood of killers? A slaughter of murderers?"
A wave of nausea passed through Paul as he realized the two shared a secret. It was in their greeting, the way they stood, talked in the emotional shadow of the plumber's house. The secret was in their words. It was a terrible secret, Paul was certain, with a long history and deep roots in bloody death. And they were letting him catch glimpses of that truth between them. He felt the pull of their dark bond on the empty, lonely part of his self. He caught himself yearning to join them, to share their secret.
Even as the certainty came over him that what they had between them was sick, and repulsive, and would fill his emptiness with pain.
"Who the hell are you?" Paul croaked, his body shaking, staring at the stranger, uncertain about what was real and what was nightmare.
Kessler laughed and passed a hand over the holster at his side, half-hidden under the jogging suit jacket.
The stranger squinted at Paul, then picked up the lamp and held it up between them. "I could have sworn I introduced myself when I came up on you guys. The detective here knows me. John Garland. Reporter for the Global Eye. We Keep Watch, the masthead says. Every bloody perverted minute, we do. I've been tracking killings all over the country. I could be a consultant with the FBI."
"He carpools with one of the guys you talked to yesterday morning," Kessler said to the newspaperman. "We keep watch, too," he added, with a wink.
"Really?" He stepped in front of the detective and thrust his tape recorder at Paul. "You have any thoughts about who did this? Why it happened? The Global Eye always listens to the citizen's opinion."
The receptionist's smile fades as my newspaper crumples against her throat, as the knife hidden under the paper slides into her throat. Spurt of blood. Ruined paper plummets to slippery floor. Any scream is silenced; the second mouth steals speech. The second mouth talks truth. Blood flowing, it tells me to liberate myself, to release the life within me. Through the doors, floating inches off the floor down brightly lit corridors. Darkened offices invite me, caress me as I go by. In a lit room I find my boss. He looks up, drones on about falling sales, initiative, aggressiveness, market share. He takes the knife in the groin. I have to stretch over the desk, bend down, but he never sees it coming. Next lit office, the Personnel Officer takes the knife twice, once through each tit. She's still waving insurance forms when I leave. I sit in the cafeteria, at the back, in the dark. Pots and dishes bang and clatter in the kitchen. Voices drift down the hallway as workers arrive to work. Ben's voice, and Charlene's, and Dave's, and Nate's. I wait for them to come in, to grab their cup of coffee. To take the knife.
There was a third man. Coming out of the dream, Paul saw the three standing around him and searched desperately for what he had lost in the past few moments.
The third man, the shortest of all of them, had emerged from the trees across the street to join the gathering in front of the plumber's house. The newcomer made Paul feel like the tall, athletic man of his dreams. A bowling ball on short, bowed legs, the man's jowled face glistened in the light from the newspaperman's lamp. Curls of blond hair lay plastered against his forehead. Stains dotted his T-shirt. The fly to his tight-fitting pants was partly opened.
His appearance had silenced Garland, drawn a grunt out of Kessler. Small, hesitant steps had brought the new man to a silent Garland, standing like a trembling exclamation point, and Kessler, who suddenly did not know what to do with his hands. Another exchange of greetings. And more. A few whispered words. Garland's leer, a curt nod of the head from Kessler. There was tension between them. Secrets. Darkness.
Paul shivered. They were all strangers to each other, like Nate and the rest of his co-workers, like his family. Their awkwardness, the vague contempt they held for another that was apparent in the way they stood, like blocks of living concrete, while furtively glancing at one another, reminded him of an inter-departmental meeting at work. But these three were connected to one another on a level that made their superficial differences irrelevant. Paul watched and was jealous of their intimacy. He found himself drawn even more powerfully, with the addition of a third member, to their cabal. He wanted to run away. And he wanted to be included.
Detective Kessler shook his head while the new stranger whispered into John Garland's tape recorder. "Another tourist," Kessler said with a roll of his shoulders. He had resumed watching the plumber's house.
"It's the tourists that keep my site going," Garland said testily.
"Not every tourist is the same," the new man said softly, his tone gentle and reassuring. "Some want to escape the daily grind for a short while, others want to be educated. Then there are tourists with appetites, looking for something new to satisfy their hungers. They're the ones who aren't really tourists. They're just looking for a new place to settle."
"Well, just 'cause the plumber and his neighbors cut out until this blows over doesn't mean you can move right in," Kessler grumbled. "Though I bet if you come back in six months, you'll see a lot of real estate signs around. Should be able to pick up one of these houses cheap. The plumber's should go for a song."
"It's not always the place, officer," the new man said. "Sometimes it's the state of mind."
"He's a detective," Garland corrected.
Kessler gave the new man a long, appraising look. "Sorrel, you said your name was?"
"Albert," the stranger added, nodding his head.
"States of mind, is it?" Kessler said, turning back to the house. "Well, you got to be careful about what's really in your mind, Sorrel. Most people can't handle the kind of crap they might find. Look at Paul, here. Found him wandering around, hardly knew where he was, what he was doing. Doesn't hear half of what's going on now. If you ask me, he came to a place where he drank the water and got sick. He's not much of a tourist."
"He's not a tourist at all," Sorrel said, patting Paul's arm reassuringly. "He's a survivor, washed ashore from some shipwreck far out at sea. Maybe he'll go back home. Then again, maybe he'll decide to stay."
Kessler turned his attention back to Sorrel. "And just what are you, some kind of lifeguard pulling in lost souls? The immigration officer, figuring out backgrounds?"
Sorrel giggled. The detective's face remained impassive; the newspaper man scowled. "Oh, no, I rather thought you were the lifeguard, Detective Kessler. And you," he said to Garland, "you're a reporter? Definitely immigration. Me, I really am a travel agent." He giggled again, flesh jiggling on his face and at his waist. "My office is on Dupont Avenue. You don't need much for a mostly internet clientele."
"So, you see, I'm rather the expert when it comes to travelling and tourism, gentlemen. I've been all over, done the most amazing things. Savored some most unusual experiences, I can assure you. Things I never imagined could be done to a—well, you understand. My travels have opened me up to myself. Liberated me, actually. Opened me up to others, as well. My vision is quite clear, unencumbered by fears, self-doubts, and all the other impositions the everyday world places on sensitive people. I can tell what people like, what they're about. It's what I live for, actually. Sharing my experiences, showing others how to find the most unusual places in which to take a rest from reality. I love to see people discover the things inside them that are so very obvious to men like us, just by giving them a chance to explore a new, untamed country."
"Do you have any comments on the effect of the murder on your nearby business, Mr. Sorrel?" John Garland asked eagerly, holding his digital recorder with a trembling hand. "Getting more walk-ins?"
"So what are you doing around here, Mr. Sorrel?" the detective asked, a bemused expression crossing his face. "Scouting sites for a bus tour?"
"As a matter of fact—"
Beth comes through the door, hands filled with bags; back bent by their weight. Looks up, surprised. It's only me, standing by the door so near to her. Mouth opens, face flushes. Shock changes to anger. Her keys land on the floor. Metal clatters on tile. Bags follow. Turning, eyes narrowing, her mouth works to shape the rage she feels over my watching her struggle to the house, fumble with door, while doing nothing. Body twists, leans to me. Whips right back around, head snapping back, when I lay the pipe across her cheek. Bone cracks. Another hit, on the comeback, right on the forehead as she falls. Two-handed golf swing drive into the base of her skull when she's down. Then it's methodical, a steady beating, driving a stake into the ground, until there's nothing left but bloody pulp and shattered bone. Outside, night. I step out for a moment, take a deep breath. Full moon smiles down on me from a dome of stars. Back inside, I'm not covered with blood and gore and bone chips. Anymore. I go upstairs, floating over the steps, to bring the kids down to be with their mother.
Another day gone.
Standing in Nate's yard, cloaked in the deeper darkness of night under trees, the realization hit Paul with the startling suddenness of a searchlight turned on his face. The night was warm, humid; he was sweating inside his coveralls.
Coveralls, like a painter's, with heavy, weighted boots two sizes too big, thick gloves. And a cap, and nylon hose stretched over his head. There was a tool belt, as well, with hammer, chisel, hack saw, box cutter, screw driver; and a pillow under his arm, to muffle the sound of breaking window glass.
The small window to the study, Paul had been told. The door was closed. Nate was closest, watching a game on television. The volume was turned up high.
The day flashed past like a music video clip: fight with the kids; call from Beth saying she was going to be away for a few more days; Nate in the car gloating over his promotion; a written reprimand over a statistical error in one of Paul's reports; computer system breakdown; his link down in a teleconference call; co-workers teasing him again about getting fired by a carpool partner; missed deadlines; uncooperative staff; rebellious contractors; traffic going home; cold dinner; no beer.
He had gone out for beer. A simple ride to the store. He had found the package with the outfit on his car seat.
Go ahead, someone had said. I'll watch your back.
Just tell me how it feels, someone else asked.
Be sure to drink the water, another added, between giggles.
He remembered last night. The trip taken into the dark, empty parts inside himself. The tour of the plumber's house, with Detective Kessler leading the way, Garland recording, Sorrel sniffing and tasting and touching with latex-glove-covered hands anything that had to do with the murder. Passion burning in Kessler's descriptions, in Garland's questions, in Sorrel's sensory studies.
He remembered the words they whispered to one another, the ones they let him hear, the ones that drew him into the group's web of commonality. Kessler's ideas on murderers coming together on protected message boards, in secret rooms and wilderness retreats, carried the weight of practical experience with more than just criminal, terrorist or even espionage activities.
Nor had the question of whether he would join such a group, or face the consequences of knowing about their existence, been completely hypothetical. But by that time, Paul recalled, he had been well beyond abstractions. By that time, he had tasted his darkness. The gates between him and the three men had opened. Connections had been made.
He remembered how darkness turned to light, and the barren wasteland of his spirit bloomed with life. Standing outside Nate's window, he felt alive again, as he had when he was young, as he had for a brief moment the night before, standing in the plumber's house with the detective and the reporter and the travel agent.
Free, light, like flying while I stand in my living room. Muscle ripples under taut skin. Darkness seethes. The way I want it to. Beth runs her long nails up and down my chest. Her fingers in my thick hair. She's slim, tight, young. Leans into me, bites my ear. I squeeze her in my arms, against my hard body. Lick the nape of her neck. Good. So sweet. Hot. All over my body, throbbing. Grind my hip into her crotch. Her hand slides along my ribs, over my smooth, flat stomach. She pulls me after her. Fuck dinner, she whispers hoarsely. Fuck the knife, I say.
Inside the house, Paul stood shivering in the living room. By the glare of the television, Paul could see Nate sitting on a couch, hands in his lap, television remote dangling between his fingers. Paul recognized him by his build, the school ring he always wore on his thick finger, the sweat pants with his old college's letters emblazoned down one leg. He knew this was Nate because he was in Nate's house; pictures of Nate and his family decorated the side tables and walls. Only in the pictures, Nate still had his face.
Paul walked over to the nearest picture and removed it from its frame. With the box cutter, he cut away Nate's face with a quick flick of the wrist. The paper face was easier to remove than the one made of flesh, but the deep, warm sensation of pleasure he had enjoyed when he had worked on Nate and his family was not the same. It was all the difference between hearing the low, guttural growl of a predator cat on a cable nature show, and feeling the cat's guts vibrate as it stood over you, pawing over its dying kill, foul carrion breath filling your lungs as you took your last, agonizing gasp for life.
Paul went around the house, removing all the family's faces from every picture he found. He placed the faces in the small pile of skin next to the corpse to which it belonged: the kids in their rooms, the wife in the shower, Nate in the living room.
A car passed outside, slowly, and he knew it was time to go.
My son. Seed of darkness in him so dark it's bright. On the podium accepting the award from the President. Tall, handsome. Smiling at us watching, holding the gleaming trophy above his head. Applause thunders in the hall. His name is called, chanted. Which is my name. Our names. My son. He bows. Deeply. Face serious, eyes glistening as he looks up. And his first words are thank you, father. My son.
It wasn't possible. So much blood, so much excitement. Alive. He had felt so alive.
"Fucking asshole," Kessler said, prodding Paul with a thick finger. "Hurry it up."
The smell of plastic assaulted Paul. He was hot and sweaty in his coveralls. The tiny plastic-sheet isolation cube set up in the back of the cable repair van that had come to pick him up was also hot and humid. Kessler, standing just outside cube, staring in at Paul, seemed to radiate heat.
The floor vibrated with the van's motion. He fought to keep his balance. Suddenly, he recalled Kessler's instructions. With a glance at Kessler, he began to strip.
The evening squirmed through Paul's mind in fits and spurts as he removed his clothes. His heart beat rapidly; sweat poured from his brow even though his veins felt ice-bound, his bones frozen brittle. Images exploded in his mind, sounds came back like music samples. His fingers were clumsy and weak, his legs shook. He thought he might collapse at any moment. He stopped for a moment and closed his eyes against the memory of what he had done. And opened them wide again as he felt the backwash of feelings that had passed through him when he was in Nate's house.
How could he have been so dead inside, to feel so alive with death.
He continued to undress. Easier to think about the van cruising slowly through the neighborhood, just as he had been told it would be doing. Easier to remember the driver humming along with a Frank Sinatra CD when Paul jumped into the back after Kessler opened the door for him on a dark, curving, tree lined stretch of street. Simpler to think of himself crashing against the hard metal van floor, in the plastic cube so there wouldn't be any traces of what the driver had borrowed.
The driver, after all, was just a tourist. He preferred to watch, with as few complications as possible. The van had to go back, after all. There couldn't be any questions.
"You did them all, didn't you," Kessler said, voice low and dangerous. His mouth was set into a grim, thin line. "Didn't leave any for the rest of us, for later, did you."
Paul didn't answer. Cold, his testicles draw up into his body, Paul could barely control his trembling as he packed his blood-soaked clothes into a plastic bag. He tried to avoid touching the blood. He looked up at Kessler when he was finished, tears burning his eyes. "I—I'm sorry," he whispered. "I didn't . . . couldn't . . ." He coughed, then gasped for breath.
"Oh, leave him be, Kessler," the travel agent said from the front of the van. "It's his first time. He had so much locked up inside of him. Remember your first?"
The driver turned to the travel agent. "I gotta be getting this thing back, Mr. Sorrel."
"One," Kessler said. "That's all I did. I left something for the others. So did you, I'm sure. So does everybody else."
"Yes," Sorrel said, and for a moment Paul was not sure if he was answering the driver or Kessler. Then the travel agent continued. "But you know how these new ones are. Buried so deeply in the normal strata, they can't help but explode when their little minds are pricked by truth. The pressures, you know. We were different. We always knew what we wanted to do. Before we were ready to let go completely we found outlets for our urges. We were just waiting for the right time, the right place, just waiting for a little push. These new ones, Kessler, I'm telling you, they'll outdo us all in the long run. They're so eager, so hungry. Like a wave of immigrants discovering a new land, desperate to conquer the language, the culture. He was never a tourist, Kessler. He came to stay. He just didn't know that was what he was going to do." Sorrel's high-pitched giggle pierced the plastic enclosure surrounding Paul like a dagger. "Turn there," Sorrel said to the driver when he settled down. "We'll be through in a few minutes."
They drove for a short while over a bumpy road. Paul knelt on a clean towel and washed himself with a sponge and a splashing bucket of cold water Kessler thrust into the cube. He glanced at Kessler several times, searched for something to say, but found no answer to the detective's hard, implacable stare. The van rolled to a stop. Kessler motioned for Paul to get out.
Paul emerged from the back of the van naked, trembling. Night enveloped him, caressed him, seeped through every pore of his body. Darkness blanked his mind, numbed his emotions. He curled his toes into the earth, trying to root himself into ground like one of the trees surrounding them. He watched, hands over his genitals, as Kessler and Sorrel collapsed the plastic cube containing the coveralls, gloves, weighted shoes, socks, nylon stocking and cap and packed the mass in a duffel bag. They sealed the bucket of water Paul had used to wash himself with a lid. When they were finished and out of the van, they waved the driver off. As the van, headlights off, drove away on the narrow dirt road, Kessler walked off deeper into the woods, away from the road. He slung the bag over his shoulder. Sorrel motioned for Paul to follow.
Moments later, as low tree branches scratched Paul's face and prickly underbrush pinched his legs, the rumble of an idling truck engine reverberated through the woods. They came out on a two lane highway with a tractor trailer truck parked on the shoulder. Its massive form was outlined by tiny red running lights. The cab door opened and Kessler threw the duffel bag and bucket up. Large, tattooed hands grabbed the bag and closed the door. The truck took off with a sigh of brakes and an engine roar. Sorrel and Kessler waited restlessly by the road. Paul, gazing after the massive rig fading into the night, withdrew behind a tree. He hugged the trunk desperately, trying to draw its strength into himself like sap. The bark scratched his skin.
Headlights appeared on the highway, blinked twice. Sorrel flashed his flashlight back twice. Paul's car came to a stop on the shoulder in front of Sorrel and Kessler. John Garland stepped out and tossed a beer to Kessler, waved one at Sorrel, who refused.
"Well, how did it go?" he asked anxiously, stepping around the front.
"You should have seen him use the cutter," Sorrel answered. He opened the door, took out a bundle and tossed it to Paul with a wink.
"Surplus military optics. I could only see into one of the kids' bedrooms, but what I saw was very impressive. Taking the faces was a nice touch."
Kessler drained his can in one long gulp and tossed the empty in Paul's direction. Paul undid the bundle and hurried into his clothes. As he finished, he looked at Kessler. The detective's face, partly lit by the car's ceiling light, looked like a half moon beaming down on him.
"He did them all," Kessler said flatly. "Didn't leave anything for the rest."
Garland coughed, stared at Paul wide-eyed. A slight grin tugged at the corner of his mouth before he turned his face away from the light. "All of them? Well, he knew them, Kessler. He'd the right. Next time they'll be strangers, and you'll be able to control yourself, right? Sure. We'll talk on the way back. About how it felt."
Paul came out from under the trees, uncomfortable in his own clothes. They no longer seemed to fit, and irritated the minor cuts he had suffered going through the woods. The night spun around him, stars jerked sideways in the sky. Trees bordering the highway loomed over him. Disoriented, his stomach lurching, Paul hesitated as he passed the detective. He turned to him, searched the man's stony expression for some sign of comfort, support, guidance.
"Let him tell you how this feels," Kessler said, and then punched Paul in the face.
Paul fell backwards. The force of Kessler's blow passed through him, stealing away the last of his strength. Numbed by dreams and by reality, he hardly noticed when he landed hard on the ground. Everything that happened to him, and everything he had done, appeared as a revelation, a new truth about himself and the world. He accepted the new truths, let them soak into his awareness, into his self. As the detective systematically beat and kicked his face and body, Paul lived once again through everything that had happened at Nate's house. Took the events in, accepted them as a part of himself. Forever.
He remembered the spark of rage that had ignited as he stood outside the house thinking about Nate's promotion, his inevitable success and arrogance, his perfect little family so afraid of death. Paul's anger fed with his own life and family.
Then the old, odd dreams had come back: his father dead beneath him, his mother tantalizingly out of reach, himself innocent, vulnerable, waiting to die in a crib by his own hand. Blood dreams after cable fights, the football games, the kinds of movies he liked to watch. Dreams that left him sweaty, muscles tightened, heart beating when he woke from them in the middle of the night, still feeling shadows stalking, still himself a shadow stalking. Hurtful dreams that left him hungry and aching from the emptiness they excavated. Dreams he had buried in the routine of work, eating, television, sex, sleep.
As he took the beating, he remembered dreams coming to life in Nate's house. The rage exploding in sheets of blood. He remembered Nate's shocked expression when Paul suddenly came into the living room, ran up to Nate and stabbed him through the heart while trying to get up; he remembered Nate's wife's face as his fingers around her throat strangled her after she had called out to Nate and asked if he'd fallen. The kids upstairs had screamed when he came for them.
When he was through, when he was completely finished and the last of the rage had drained away, the nightmares had stopped haunting him.
As Kessler beat him, they returned.
Howling, running free over the damp, clipped lawn grass of an endless suburban back yard, houses lined up on either side of me like faces peering over a fence at a trapped animal, I search for the road, I aim for the distant towers, I wait for the shadows to lengthen so I can hide within them. Legs stretching over the manicured territories of daylight, I yearn to leap over the moon and escape into the night.
". . . you to forget them," Kessler said, waving photographs of three men in front of them. "These are the guys who beat you up. Say it again, say the story."
The story reverberated in Paul's mind, accented by flashes of pain. Of course he knew the story. How could he forget Kessler beating the cover story into him. "I . . . I saw this guy with his hood up on Route 3," Paul mumbled through a swollen lip and dull, throbbing pain. "I pulled over. Another guy hits me from behind. I'm on the ground, they're beating me. Three guys, I think. Those three. They take my money, rip my clothes, try to take my car keys. I run away. Come back later, find my car. Drive to the police station."
"Okay. That's your alibi. It'll stick. These guys are known, and they're not going to be caught. They're . . . conveniently on the loose." Kessler stood up and brushed dirt from the knee he had been down on while talking to Paul. "You're not going to do anybody you know ever again. Do you understand? And if you do everyone in a place again, your cover will be gone. Nothing will be there. Do you understand?"
Paul grunted.
Sorrel and Garland helped him up and brought him to his car. "Remember to drive on Route 3 first," Sorrel said.
"I was there, before . . ." Paul said, then spit blood.
"I know," Sorrel continued, his voice hushed as he glanced at Kessler, "but he likes to make the connections. You'll be seen on Route 3, you'll come into the station off that road. Things will fit."
"Come on, let him go," Kessler said, heading back into the woods. "Let's pick up the cars. I think that plumber should be paid a visit. He's got a kid I want to meet. Depressed, maybe even suicidal, you know? He's with some friends tonight who're trying to help. I'd like to be waiting for him on the way back to the family's hide out. Give him some help. Drive up next to him in that stolen car we got. You know?"
"Welcome home," Sorrel said, patting Paul on the hand as he closed the driver's side door.
"I'll be in touch," Garland said through the other window. "We still have to do an in-depth interview. Off the record, of course." He laughed, then followed the others into the darkness.
Paul did as he'd been told. In the hospital, his wife told him about Nate. Detectives interviewed him. He was released, went back to work, allowed others to comfort him. He argued with his kids, with his wife, and complained about his job.
And when the next time came, he made sure he killed only one, and left the others for the rest of the blood.
Max met Mr. Jung at Katz's Deli on Houston Street. The Beast growled at the pastrami meat in his contact's sandwich. Max's back ached with tension from the protocol break. Business was conducted through dead drops. Emergencies meant fuck-ups.
A pair of ten year olds chased each other around the empty tables while their parents argued over what kind of bagels to order. Max wanted to give the kids tips.
Jung handed him a manila envelope containing the location and picture of a young, beautiful Asian woman.
The Beast stirred listlessly. Max had indulged both of their appetites in the Pine Barrens last night. There was no urgency to go out on another hunt.
"A message needs to be delivered," Mr. Jung said.
"Obstacles?"
"The people who don't want to hear the message."
"Yes."
"Enemies, and allies, who want to claim the kill. You must be the one to get the job done."
"You'll want a trophy."
"Of course."
The children had stopped playing nearby and were listening.
Jung smiled at them like an indulgent uncle.
He could go straight for the kill. But a message had to be sent. Jung wasn't always direct, but Max understood what was to be done.
He made a few phone calls, then a list. Max called Lee first.
"You're on this shit?" Lee said, "You got it, brother. Sid's running me these days, and he gave me three other gigs to do before that one. My bosses ain't got the stomach for it."
"Good."
"You would've tried to kill me if I went after her, right Max?"
"I'd hate to lose such a good wing man."
"Fuck you, too, mother fucker."
At least the job wasn't going to cost him someone who'd proved useful so often to him.
The rest he didn't bother calling. He tracked them down, picking up their trails as they closed on their mutual prey. Hunters were predictable. He had to watch that tendency in himself.
In a Second Avenue bar, he positioned himself near the basement door, drinking a club soda with lemon. The woman came up from below, where she'd set up her base. He swept her off her feet, back down the stairs. She hadn't been expecting him. Not that fast. The Beast was aroused by her musky scent, spiky hair, but Max didn't have time. He took her scalp, and her tattooed arms.
In Union Square, Max visited the office of a building superintendent. A part-timer, he was only just starting on the job and was ill-prepared. He would have had to do the work on his lunch hour. Max took only a diamond ring and its thick finger.
The bike messenger vanished downtown, somewhere between one end of Wall Street and the other, heading for the target's hotel. Max liked his nose. He didn't want to take anything from the homeless man sneaking aboard a delivery truck to get to the target's hotel, but settled on the traditional ear, after he washed the caked dirt off. He took the two foreign visitors in the target's Chinatown hotel, one at the service entrance, the other in the lobby bathroom. He collected an impressively studded cock and a beautiful pair of lips.
He had a deal with local chefs for the parts he didn't want.
He took his bag of trophies to the target's room. Wary. There were always surprises. But the Beast, its appetite aroused by the fast work, was eager for the girl. After all, he'd given up perfectly good prey the first time out.
Jung was waiting for him, along with the girl, on the couch facing the television console. A muted cartoon about a costumed dog flickered colorfully, begging for attention. Mr. Jung wore his usual dark suit, the woman, a bright, sleeveless dress.
"I only asked for one trophy." Mr. Jung leaned his head toward the girl.
Max emptied the bag on a coffee table. "They're mine."
The girl looked younger than in her picture. Her body trembled, and her face had constricted into a frozen expression of absolute terror. He hadn't made a move against her, yet. It was the Beast raging in his eyes and clenched fists, the hunger in his voice that frightened her.
"Please," she said, "be quick."
The room smelled of blood and raw meat.
Mr. Jung didn't move away.
Max took in the imbalance of the pair, sitting close, almost intimately, in front of the TV. The Beast pushed him to jump. Instead, he said, "You don't want me to kill her."
"No."
Every muscle in her body locked. Her face relaxed, lost all emotion. She might have been a statue being smuggled into the country. The Beast howled. Max shuddered. "Why?"
"She's my daughter."
"Why did you ask me to kill her?"
"I said I wanted a message sent. You did what was expected, killing the others sent after her."
Max stared at the girl, then said, "You said you wanted a terrible death."
"I wanted you motivated."
"You didn't answer my question."
"I don't have to." Mr. Jung waited. The woman remained still, holding her breath.
Max stood his ground. He hadn't been dismissed.
Mr. Jung smiled. He leaned forward and seemed relieved at the chance to talk to someone. "She has great potential. Her mother's death freed the both of us from a terrible fate a long time ago. I've looked out for her over the years, in gratitude for her mother's service. And because she is my blood."
"I don't understand."
"I did not raise her directly, but she is still my daughter. Under my protection, she's had all that the world has to offer to youth. And, because of my visits, she's had her share of unusual experiences. She's dabbled in our world and is not without some skills. And ambition. She wanted to meet one of my contractors. She thought she might be interested in the work." Mr. Jung's smile broadened, and he bowed his head slightly. "And I wanted to see how she would react. One can't always judge by words or even deeds."
Max still couldn't understand what his handler was talking about. What did being his daughter have to do with anything? She was just another girl. The question came out: "Why do you bother with her?"
"Like a child, he is," Mr. Jung told the woman, who pulled her chin in to move her gaze from her knees to her crotch, refusing to make eye contact with Max or acknowledge her father's comment. "I wanted her exposed. To you, to the others. She had to understand vulnerability. What it feels like to be hunted, to wait for death, feel it coming closer. I had to see how she'd react. Would she run, move to protect herself, freeze. It's always different when choice is taken away. When death is no longer a game."
Mr. Jung put a hand on the back of his daughter's bare arm and whispered something to her. Laughed.
She showed no expression.
"Habits of the trade," Mr. Tung said. "We always test the merchandise. Even when we've had a hand in its making." He patted her hands. "I'll always love my daughter."
The appetites in the room were a murky stew. The girl's terror was only inciting the Beast and confusing Max's reading of the situation. He didn't think Mr. Jung knew what he meant by love, either.
"No blood," Max said.
"Not today. Bad practice, killing one's young. At least, in any direct manner. A willingness to sacrifice one's blood commands respect. However, actually performing the act raises issues of trust among allies."
And yet, it seemed everyone in the room wanted someone dead. Max refused to beg. He thought she might die sitting next to her father if she didn't breathe normally soon.
"She'll go back into hiding and be safe once more, now that I see her limitations. And our friends, and enemies, will know something else about us—what we would do, what we are capable of." Mr. Jung casually pointed at Max's bag of trophies and winked. "And what we've done."
Max studied the girl. She'd be safe. She wasn't going to play with monsters, or try to be one, ever again. He didn't think she'd talk to her father, anymore.
Finally, he told Mr. Jung, "You put her in danger and made me protect her. I'm not a bodyguard."
"You are what you're needed to be. Perhaps one day, I won't have to trick you into doing what's required."
"Maybe one day I won't have to do what's required."
"As long as our needs coincide, we will serve each other, Max."
"I need to kill." He tasted blood.
"Then kill the need and find your satisfaction elsewhere."
The Beast lurched.
Max ate his trophies.
The girl gasped. Urine soaked the couch.
The cartoon dog flew off into the sunset.
Mr. Jung smiled.
Max left.
It had been the hardest kill of the day.
"Is your mother still alive?" the old woman asked. Max, sitting by the window watching the street through partially-closed blinds, didn't answer. The tea and crackers he'd been offered sat on the table by his elbow, untouched. The scent of peppermint lingered in the air, as if reluctant to leave without knowing it had comforted him.
Billie Holiday's soft, smoothly cutting voice sang "Solitude" in the background, dissecting the anatomy of sadness like a surgeon with a heart pumping tears instead of blood. The Beast moaned inside Max. Another day of listening to old woman's 78s and Max didn't know what he might do. The Beast had moved beyond its normal of rage and hunger, into the gloom of depression, as if it had glimpsed a previously unseen part of itself in a mirror and found it pathetic.
Max couldn't imagine what might have upset his demon.
"It isn't a hard question," the old woman said, replacing the cold tea with a fresh cup. Two days. Twenty-seven cups.
"I'm an orphan," Max said, talking to the street, to the target who was supposed to come out sometime in the seventy-two hours he'd been assigned to cover. The job was simple: follow and make him disappear.
The old woman's apartment had been convenient. Safe.
She was a General's mother. Her husband had fought in World War I, in the 369th Infantry Regiment. He'd been informed of her heritage as if it is was supposed to mean something to him. He'd been reminded that she understood orders, duty, responsibility.
She'd lost sons in battle. She understood death.
What she didn't understand was Max, or the Beast.
It would have been simpler to kill her, use the apartment for the job, even satisfy his appetites in the neighborhood after completing the mission.
But as the mother of an important piece of the particular brand of political machinery to which he belonged, at the moment, she was a valuable asset. Conveniently established in a tactically optimal location for a crucial assignment. He wasn't supposed to damage the asset. He wasn't supposed to kill her.
The General, for all that was said about him, still loved his mother.
No matter what side he worked on, collateral damage was a cost of doing business. A part of the game. Within parameters. There were rules. Not, as he'd learned, merely for the sake of having rules, but for the safety and survival of those in power, and their servants.
There was a cost to breaking those rules. He'd learned, the hard way, what it meant to lose the protection of those requiring his services.
He'd spent a good portion of his apprenticeship as a POW in Nam and Cambodia, in prisons in China, Rumania, Turkey, Argentina. It was never the torture or the beatings that hurt Max or the Beast. It was the denial of appetite's fulfillment.
The jungle of the world had taught him he needed more than killing skills to hunt.
"It's a terrible thing, not to have a mother," she said. As she went into the kitchen, she said, "I lost my mother, too."
The record repeated twice before she returned. He'd stood up to more rigorous torture for much longer.
"They took her into the fields when my father was away," she said, standing like a lifeless stick of a tree bending to a wind sighing through its bare branches. "And raped her. All of them. And then they took what was left of her and beat her, tied her to a tree and whipped her, laughing. I could hear them laughing, and her screaming, all the way from the place where she'd told me to hide. In case of injuns, she'd always said. But it weren't Indians that done it. And then they set her on fire. And the next day my Daddy came home, and found her, and we left for the city. He died soon after that. I had to take care of myself.
"I never told my son that story, Max. I never told my husband. My children. Not anyone. Ever. Except you. Now."
The record started over, again.
Max stared, repeating to himself that he was not supposed to kill her. It was like trying not to kill a mosquito buzzing in his ear.
The Beast rolled, showing coldness and edges. It didn't want to hear words. It wanted more of the sadness which tortured it.
"I wonder why that is, that I'd feel comfortable telling you such a thing. You, of all people, after all these years."
He didn't answer. He didn't care.
"What are you going to do if he doesn't come out?" she asked, pointing to the window.
She'd been told he was an operative sent to follow someone living in the building across the street.
Again, he didn't answer.
She crept up behind him, as if she had the skill to surprise him. She put her fingers through his hair.
The Beast withered beneath her touch.
"Do nothing till you hear from me," she whispered in his ear, her breath warm and wet, her voice shaking like an Autumn leaf about to fall. She gave him a wink as she left the apartment.
Insane woman. He'd be doing the son a favor by putting her out of her misery.
He always asked to work alone. It made what had to be done simpler. These were exactly the kinds of situations that made him stress the importance of his simple requirement. Why wouldn't anyone listen?
He'd get the blame if she botched the job for him.
Max checked the kitchen to make sure she hadn't left the kettle on the fire. He stopped the record. Quiet, at last.
These old apartments, with their thick walls and new windows shutting out street sounds, were very peaceful. A fine place for the Beast to play in.
In the quiet, the Beast shook off its sadness and sniffed the air for prey.
Evening seeped into the street. Darkness crept into the spaces between the street lamps' glow. Cars and taxis sped by below.
He wasn't tired. He didn't need to sleep. The Beast kept him up with its hunger.
The phone rang.
He ignored it, but the phone continued to ring.
The device was old, with a rotary dialer, and when he picked up the handset it felt heavy in his hand. A solid weapon, unlike the modern versions.
"He's coming down now," the old woman said, then hung up. Seconds later, she came out of the building he'd been watching, directly across the street.
He hadn't seen her go in.
Max sat up. Knocked the teacup to the floor. He wasn't supposed to be fooled so easily. Certainly not by an old woman.
And who was she talking about coming out? Who did she think he was waiting for?
The Beast picked up the scent of death.
A minute later, his target came out.
Max bolted from the apartment, raced downstairs, fell into the track of his intended victim. He activated the device in his pocket that called for cleaners.
There were guards, unobtrusive, spread out in a loose net mingling with the dinner and theater crowd along the more populated avenue. Max picked them off, one by one, passing them off in a delicate ballet to cleaners and sweepers in a taxi, van, pickup truck, ambulance following along on the street, and waiting in building service entrances. The last two knew he was coming. Call checks had been missed. Back-ups were no doubt on the way.
A little boy noticed him as he darted out of a doorway and snatched the last, a young woman with sharp elbows, off the street. Children were always noticing him.
He knocked the female guard out, left her sitting with her back against the wall covered in newspaper sheets. Just another homeless person on the street. No one would see her. The Beast would come back for her later.
Max reached the target just as he was about to enter his favorite restaurant. The maître d' talking on the phone looked up, half-smiling, and then the man was gone. The maître d' went back to his appointment book and the call.
Max loaded his quarry into the van, already crowded with two dead guards and sweepers. An escorting produce delivery truck provided cover from cars behind the pickup van.
The vehicles drove off, leaving him alone on the street. Except for the old woman watching him.
She'd learned a few tricks in her day. No wonder the General loved her.
"Where is he?" she asked, her wrinkled face slack, loose flesh stretched as if she was already dead.
"Gone," he answered, cold and dead.
"But, you were supposed to follow him," she said.
"I did."
"My son said . . . and I told him I knew . . ." She took in a sharp breath, put a hand to her throat, the other to her chest. "I knew his father. The boys. I worked for his family when mine was gone."
"Gone," he said, intending the word to be a knife to her heart. Instead, it came out as an echo of the old woman's voice. He'd spent too much time with her.
Her eyes wide as pools of water after a storm, she said, "I stopped by. He doesn't take calls. I asked him to meet me here for dinner. For old times' sake. So you could follow. I wasn't going in. I just wanted to give you something to do. To make you feel better."
Traffic moved to a languid rhythm, stop and start, glide and brake, behind him. People flowed around them in currents, pulsing with words and laughter and life, never noticing the still, dead islands of flesh staring at one another.
It was the Beast that kept him there, caught between hunger and the haunting ache of loss. Max didn't understand. He couldn't remember ever losing anything he cared for. He'd never even cared for anything. Or anyone. And all the Beast had ever shown him was appetite and rage.
Where had the Beast been, what did the Beast have that he didn't, to be ensnared in the gossamer threads of a frail and useless feeling? Was it something at the root of its hunger, or its ever-churning wrath?
The Beast could not answer. Max did not care. He didn't think the answers would help him hunt. He turned to leave.
"Just like that," she said, and also turned, weeping. She stopped suddenly to glare at him, as if he'd forced her to see something she hadn't wanted to recognize, do something she'd promised never to do again.
Crazy woman.
The Beast curled around the trace of a trap. Not Max's, or even the General's. They'd only been pawns. But someone with a feeling for the game and the pieces in play had taken a chance. The consequences of the mother's realization would reverberate through a small circle. There would be pain. Something had been won and lost between contestants far beyond Max's awareness.
The Beast growled at being known, and used. Max felt the chill of a draft blowing in through murder's layered armor.
"Your son says hi," he said, catching only a glimpse of her horrified expression.
She had a song to keep her company, back at her apartment.
He had the Beast, and the woman under the newspaper sheets he'd saved for them both.
The rest would keep until the day he no longer needed to hide in the game.
"It was a time," Tracey always began, "when sons kill their fathers and daughters murdered their mothers, and all the children ran wild and free."
By that time I was down to my underwear. She'd stripped my clothes off during the suffocating interludes between bumping bodies and flailing limbs, when she had my twisted body locked in one paralyzing hold or another.
The room was dark except for her face floating above, illuminated by the flashlight she held in her hands. Her eyes bright, lips smiling down on me. I'd still be giggling from the tickling session that always followed her wrestling victory over me. Her weight pinned me to floor as she sat straddling my chest, keeping my arms pinned with her knees. Bone dug into muscle, hurting. Sometimes my feet were cold. But I didn't mind. Her perfume sweetened the sweat-stinking air. The warmth of her sex burned through to my quick-beating heart.
Parents loved her. She had a reputation as the best sitter in the neighborhood. Especially for the wild young boys. The first time she pinned me, when she came over to meet me and talk with my mom and dad, I cried. I'd called her an old lady and grabbed her hair bun to try and loosen it. My mom laughed, my dad rolled his eyes. Then she tickled me, and told me a story, and played some games, and pretty soon I'd forgotten how bad I felt losing her playful challenge in the living room after my parents had introduced me to her. Afterwards, when we were alone, she changed the stories. She changed the games.
She wasn't like the girls my age, who teased me and made me sick with the stupid things they did. She wasn't like the girls her age, either, who ignored me. She called me her little lion. Taught me moves and holds so I could be a tough guy at school, and so I could give her a little competition, she said. She still beat me. Easily. She was older, stronger, and beautiful. She made me feel special. Like I belonged with her. To her. It felt good and warm and safe, being under her after a while, laughing, listening to her voice, to her stories.
In time, I yielded willingly to her, surrendered with every aching fiber of my body, mind and soul, to her vast and mysterious power. I was in love with her. We all were. Todd, Ray, Michael, all the boys she cared for, though we'd never admit it to each other. Or her.
After the story's opening line, she'd tickle me again. Nails dancing up and down from nipples to ribs to stomach to the insides of my thighs. With one eyebrow arched, she'd wiggle and grind into me as I struggled to breath. Gasped. Gulped for air. She wouldn't stop until I wet myself. Sometimes she'd dip a finger into the stream of tears running down my cheek and taste it. With her tongue. Like out of movies I'd see years later.
When she was satisfied with my helplessness, she'd continue. "And you were there, Leo. Tall and strong and handsome, singing a war song and holding a knife dripping with blood."
"Whose blood?" I'd ask. I always did. And I was desperate to know, to hear the story. Listen to her voice going on and on. Forever. Believing every word of it.
Burning, molten lava flows from between the legs. Lightning flashes all around. Straight, bright flashes, streaking out of the darkness. Sharp edged.
Running. Out of breath. Ground soft. Like flesh. Grass like hair. Ahead, a dark valley, hills, caves. Two pools beyond. A comic book panel with a cloaked figure standing, wearing the face mask of a cartoon girl, pointing. The dialogue balloon is filled with words. Endless, unknown words. Black, restless lines and squiggles. Rushing past, like a column of ants.
Ray, pudgy and wobbly on his feet, in the comic book panel with the figure. His baby sister Jennifer on all fours at his feet. Blond mop shakes all over when he nods his head looking at the words that pass through the balloon. Jennifer has a knife between her teeth. She crawls away, and Ray follows. The cloaked figure looks at them leave.
Michael. Bone thin. Like a staff. Cloaked figure picks the staff up and throws it like a spear. Off panel.
Todd clutching the cloak, looking out from behind the figure. Figure pats his head. Todd smiles. Beams. Cute, innocent. Looks up at the words, skips away.
Myturnmyturnmyturnmytum
Cartoon mask. Can't see, want to see.
Run.
Lightning, cold in the hand. Shining bright.
Chasing the words in the balloon.
Floating high above the soft ground.
It was a time . . .
Run wild and free . . .
Whose blood . . .
Leo held the Christmas card in his trembling hand, staring at the handwritten note below the printed holiday greeting.
"Come home, my little lion. You're the last."
The card wasn't signed. There was no return address on the envelope. The stamp cancellation told him the card had been mailed from his hometown in New Jersey.
He knew who had sent the card.
Leo finished the last of the vodka. Straight and warm, out of the bottle. It burned in his stomach. Melted walls in his mind. Fueled a need to get out of where he was, move, change. Escape. He went to the bedroom and put on clean, black jeans and a black leather vest. Stared at the picture of his wife and three-year-old daughter on the dresser. Their eyes were cold, their smiles empty.
Left the apartment wearing a trench coat. Went out into the night filled with Christmas lights blinking from windows and people coming home from the last shopping weekend before Santa Claus paid their kids a mythical visit. Leo shook his head. Amazing how kids believed that story. He blushed at the memory of his own boyhood beliefs.
He got into the old Toyota. Windows frosted, motor cold. The crisp air burned the smells of his apartment—urine and damp clothes—out of his nostrils. He took deep breaths as the engine warmed up. Closed his eyes. Wondered what he was doing.
He hardly ever went out on weekends anymore. Not since Carmen left with their Lisa. Going out was dangerous. He forgot too much when he went out.
Got lost. Like in his dreams, chasing things he didn't understand. Before, whenever he became lost, Carmen had been around to find him, pull him into the now. Going out without anyone to find him and remind him of where he was supposed to be was risky. The last time, he'd disappeared for a week before he remembered. Seeing a workman on up on a pole had done the trick. He'd paid a doctor to give him a medical note to excuse his absence. Even then, when he went back to work at the telephone company his supervisor said he'd almost lost his job for not calling in.
He drove out of the building parking lot, got on to the highway going down to the city.
He needed to think. To figure out if he should ignore the card, or go back to his home town and find the sender. He knew where to look. He remembered that much. Probably better to throw the card away, keep on living his life the way he'd been living it. Just like it would have been better for him to stay in his apartment tonight.
He felt the pull to go back to his childhood home. Like the pull of an open drain on a tub full of warm, bloody water. He shook his head. Why not go? He had nothing to lose. Nothing was left. But he was afraid. Something was waiting for him. A shape, a shadow. Sharp bone pushing into the meat of his arms. A face, glowing in the darkness. Words. A story, a terrible story.
Carmen always said he should think about where he was going with his life. Think about why he did the things he did. Decide what he wanted, what he was willing to give up. But thinking was so hard. Ideas shifted, warped under his scrutiny. Words melted together. Actions and their consequences lost their connection when he tried to imagine the future. Nothing seemed real in his head. Carmen and Lisa, they were the most solid things in his mind. But even they were turning into ghosts with time. And the harder he tried to see what was real, to contain himself in the solid structures of his everyday life, the stronger the need became to run away. He wanted to hold himself together. But sometimes the pressure to fly apart was too much.
Sometimes surrendering seemed to be the only answer.
The road took him to the city. He found the place he liked. Parked, left the trench in the car. The man at the door, a mass of muscle in leather pants, was new but the girl behind him in the cage taking money remembered him. She smiled and winked as he went in.
"Tish is in there, if you want her," she said.
Leo paused, searched for the words to capture what he wanted to say. Failed. He looked down, grunted, went in. The woman's laughter drowned in the fast, rhythmic music that welcomed him along with the smell of sweat and perfume.
Colored lights strobed across the crowded room. People wiggled and slithered on a tiny, packed dance floor in front of a table that served as a stage. A tall blonde in a red-sequined dress did her best to strut as she mouthed the words to the song pulsing in the air. Men and women sitting around small round tables shouted at the woman on the stage, at the dancers, at each other. Two women standing at the bar looked him up and down as he squeezed between them and ordered a drink. "Rough trade," one said, rolling her eyes. The other giggled, staring at him with her lips parted. He paid for his drink and withdrew. The one who had spoken ran her tongue over her lips when he looked back at them.
He found a spot against the wall and watched with a crowd of quiet middle-aged men in suits with briefcases between their feet. Sprinkled among them were younger men, smooth shaven, their delicate features accentuated by makeup. The traffic to the single bathroom was heavy.
Tish startled him, appearing out of nowhere. Strawberry blonde, this time. Long lashes. Sinewy legs and arms exposed by a black velvet mini dress. With her high heels, she looked down on him. She pushed him against the wall, ground her thigh into his crotch, brushed her lips against his.
"Hey, lover, it's been a while," she said, voice husky. Her breath was sweet, like cotton candy.
Leo grunted. The men alongside him stared at them. One moved his hands into his pockets.
"You smooth talker, you," she said, smiling. "You want to move back in with your momma? You know you want to, don't you, honey? Momma's been waiting since the last time you ran away, you bad boy, you." She leaned back while holding on to his arms and looked with exaggerated surprise at the bulge growing in his crotch. "Well, looks like my little honey bunny misses his momma, don't it?" She grabbed his ear and led him on to the dance floor. Her nails bit into his flesh.
They danced pressed against each other by the crowd. Tish kept her gaze locked on to him, ran her hands over his body, nibbled on his nose and ears. She pulled out his wallet and rifled through the bills with one finger. Her lips pursed. She replaced the wallet and playfully slapped his cheek. "Momma's gonna have to turn you out and send you into the street to make some money," she said. Threw her head back and laughed.
After a while she took him by the hand and led him to a dark corner by the bathroom door. Pale yellow light leaked from the crack between the door and the floor. Every time someone entered or left, the aroma of sickly sweet disinfectant washed over them. Tish held his head, kissed his mouth, thrust her tongue into his mouth. He held her tightly, rubbed his crotch against her hip, against the soft bulge between her legs.
"Let's go inside," she whispered in his ear, breath hot against his skin. "Momma has a bedtime story to tell you."
"Home," he said. Home was a bare-walled apartment cast in the shadow of solitude somewhere north, on the other end of the road he'd taken here. Home was a room filled with a mirrored wardrobe and a lumpy sleeper couch and a white and gold vanity table under piles of makeup cases and boxed perfume bottles, with Arthur Goldman written on the mail box downstairs and Tish spelled out in rhinestones on a red velvet banner over the window looking out on a fire escape and a wall.
Tish nodded, knocked the top of her head against his and giggled. "I know you ain't gonna stay with momma, but momma don't care. Maybe you stay the night? Two nights? We'll see. Maybe if I tell you some good bedtime stories, you'll stay a little longer. Just let momma say good night to some of her friends, okay?"
She walked away, melted into the press of bodies. The door to the bathroom opened and a slender young man poked his head out. His gaze met Leo's. Leo went into the bathroom. The young man followed him.
Inside, a single overhead bulb illuminated the two closed stalls with feet sticking out from under the doors. Grunts and moans fought against the thumping music coming from outside. Leo walked to the space between the two unflushed urinals and slipped his belt out. He handed the belt and a twenty to the young man, then removed his vest.
"This isn't really my thing," the young man said. The makeup around his eyes was smudged.
"Just do it," Leo said. "Quick. Hard."
After five strokes, Leo told him to use the end with the buckle. He took three strokes, then turned and took the belt back and let the young man wash his back with toilet paper and brown sink water. He put on his vest and went back out.
Tish was talking with a group at a table near the stage. An older man was holding on to her wrist and giving her a pleading expression. She was laughing, shaking her held, caressing the side of his face.
Home was a place in New Jersey. A darkness that stretched into the past and the future from the now. Tears streaming down his cheeks, Leo left. He needed words to say yes, or no. He needed words to think, to figure out what he needed, wanted. To make a decision.
But the words were bound to the face in the darkness, locked in the terrible stories that lurked beyond the borders of his memory. Whose blood?
My turn.
Come home, my little lion.
He drove the car into the night, heading for New Jersey.
"Whose blood do you want it to be?" she'd answer, after I'd asked whose blood dripped from the knife I held in her story. And she waited for my answer. Silence cocooned us, darkness squeezed us together until her glowing face seemed to shine inside my head. I hung on to the silence, because there was no answer in me.
"Don't know? Then let's find out. You took the knife out of the kitchen, Leo. My brave little lion. Sharp and shiny, it was. Long and heavy and cold." And so I'd find out whose blood was on the knife. Sometimes it was my father's.
"You went into the living room. Your father was home for a change. Not out with your mom, or at a friend's house or at a late meeting or party he had to go to for work. He was watching TV. That new floor model he's been wanting. The room was dark, except for the glow of the screen, and your father's face and hands shining like moons in the night. A baseball game was on. The Yankees were losing. Your father'd stopped cursing at the players and the umpire, like he'd stopped cursing at you when you quit Little League and wouldn't try out for any school teams. Your father'd had a few. The empties were on the side table next to his chair, on top of some brief he'd given up reading. One can lay on its side on the carpet. You knew there was going to be a fight about that tomorrow, when your Mom came down and saw it.
"You came up next to your father. He didn't see you. Didn't see the knife in your hand. His eyes were half closed, not like he was studying the game but like he was falling asleep. His mouth was open, like he was about to kiss somebody. But he wasn't. Drool crawled out of the corner. You could see his tongue in there.
"The other team hit the ball. The crowd made some noise. Your father snorted. The black dots of his eyes rolled in your direction. And you went cold. Cold between your legs, on the bottom of your feet, all up and down your backbone.
"Hi, Dad," you said. Like you always do in the morning when you leave for school and he's coming down for breakfast, and at night when he comes home from work.
"And he didn't say anything, did he, Leo? No, he didn't say hi back, or curse at you, or ask you how you're doing. He just looked at you, like you didn't belong to him. Doesn't he do that, Leo? Look at you like you're something that dropped in on him, from the sky. Or like something that just crawled out of the sewer, and makes him sick just to think about. He looks at you like a bill he's gotta pay, but doesn't want to.
"He gave out a long sigh. It smelled like beer, and sour milk, and piss. It was the same sound he made when you told him you won first prize in an art contest at school. When you told him you didn't like fishing. When you cried when he teased you for losing to him in checkers.
"And then he looked back at the TV. Like you weren't there. Like you were a nightmare he was having and had to ignore.
"And that's when you did it, right, Leo? Brought the knife up, just like in that movie about the motel. Up, way up. And down. Up and down. Screeching music in the air. Up and done, in and out. And it was over, my brave little Leo. Yes, it was. Over and down with, finished for good. No more silence, no more cold.
"And afterwards, you came to live with me, my lion. Brave and free and wild. And what fun we had, what delicious, lovely fun we had."
She always knew the little things. Sometimes the blood on the knife belonged to my mother.
"She was still in bed the morning you came into the bedroom still wearing your pajamas. Sitting up, but with her eyes closed. Your father had already left for work. There was no school. It was just the two of you. Alone in the house. The sun was coming in through the window, and the comforter was shining like a coat of fresh snow over your mother's body.
"You put the tray of breakfast you'd made on the edge of the bed. Scrambled eggs and bacon. Toast you'd buttered yourself. Coffee. A little vase with some flowers you'd cut from the garden as soon as your father'd left.
"Smells like breakfast," she said, not opening her eyes but smiling. Her voice was honey, thick and sweet, like it always was in the morning when she was just waking up.
"You leaned against the bed. Steam was rising off the eggs, bacon and coffee. A charred, smoky smell filled the bedroom. You were sorry about the smell because it overpowered your mother's scent. You were also happy about the smell because it hid the sour stink of your father and what he did with your mother at night that sometimes made her cry.
"Your mother opened her eyes and looked out the window. The sunlight made her eyes brighter. She looked at you, reached out, rubbed your shoulder and arm. Her hand was warm and strong. Her fingers dug into the muscle of your arm, and they said 'mine' to you. And you wanted to say yes. Yours.
"Then she looked at the breakfast tray. The calm, beautiful expression on her face shattered like a broken window.
"What did you do?" she wailed. "My God," she said, her voice rising like a storm wind, "it's all burnt. It's disgusting. My kitchen, what does it look like? My frying pan! The stove!"
"She threw the tray off the bed. Bacon and eggs flew across the floor. Coffee splashed against your leg. Burned your skin through your pajamas.
"You didn't cry from the hurt.
"Instead, you reached for your mother, didn't you, Leo? Tried to comfort her. Tried to say you were sorry. Say you'd clean the mess up. You climbed on to the bed, like you used to when you were smaller. One knee up on the mattress, then the other, then hands on either side of her body as you lay your head down on her chest. But the mattress was quaking, the comforter shifting like a restless sea from your mother's kicking legs. So instead you stretched out and tried to snuggle up against her. As if you were going to sleep next to her. Like you used to. When you were little.
"And she laughed. Not the soft, gentle laughter she gave to people over the phone. Not the loud, rolling laughter you heard sometimes when she was locked in the bedroom with your father. This was the sharp laughter that came out when she fought with your father. Short barks erupting out of the dark pit of her mouth. You remember that laugh, don't you, Leo?
"What, now you want to go to bed with mommy?" she asked. 'You want mommy to make it all better? Well, you're not a little boy, anymore. You can't get into bed with momma. You'd be as good in here as you are in the kitchen.'
"Then she threw you off the bed. Pushed you, kicked you, until you fell on the floor. The comforter followed you down there. Covered you heard, your body. All of a sudden it was hot. You couldn't breathe. Couldn't think or see. Drowning in the white comforter, in the smells of the burnt breakfast. Laughter cutting into you.
"Your hand found the knife you'd put on the tray. You grabbed it. Stood up, slashed at the comforter. Wanting to make it go away. Your knife found something hard, and you pushed the blade. Someone cried out. You pushed again. And again. The white comforter turned red.
"And it felt good, didn't it, Leo? To be doing the cutting, for a change. You didn't mean to, I know, but it happened, and it's all right. Because afterwards you came to live with me, and we had such fun together. Living wild and free, like the brave little lion you are."
She knew, as well, the secret things.
On those nights when more than one set of parents went out, Tracey had to sit for either some combination of Michael, Todd, Ray and myself or all of us. No one else could be trusted. Sleepovers would be arranged, and she'd be there with us. Because for us, she was always available. She'd let us watch TV, then beat us at board and card games in a way that didn't make us feel bad. Afterwards, filled with chocolates and milk and sitting at her feet, we'd find out the blood on the knife belonged to the teacher who'd kept us in detention, or the corner news stand owner who never let us read comics at the rack, or the creepy old man who sat all day at the back of the park and watched us play ball.
"Todd came up first to the old man sitting on the bench. Todd was his favorite. The old man looked at him the longest, especially when he was laughing. He liked Todd's cheeks, and his sweet little dimples. And the way his blond hair bounced up and down when he ran real fast.
"Aren't you hot in that long coat?" asked Todd. He stood with his hands behind his back and his legs crossed. He swayed to and fro, because it was hard to keep his balance. And he was a little nervous.
"Sometimes I am," the old man answered. His chicken-lip mouth almost smiled. He put down the paper he'd been pretending to read, hiding his face behind the big open pages and peeking out at all of you when he thought you weren't looking.
"Leo was next. The old man gave him a look-over, letting his eyes rest on the mop of dark hair falling over his eyes, and his dirty hands half-stuck into jean pockets.
"Then you should take it off," Leo said, bold and loud.
"I think maybe soon I will," said the old man.
"Ray came up carrying an old, folded up sports section from the Sunday Times. The old man's eyes seemed to roll right down Ray's upside-down light-bulb body, then bounce right back to Todd. Ray was supposed to ask if the old man was from around the park, but he couldn't get the words out.
"Where's your little sister?" the old man asked him, still looking at Todd.
When Ray didn't answer, Todd said, "Home."
"Such a lovely girl," the old man said.
"Michael was the last. He came up from behind the bench. The old man hardly ever looked at him. And when he did, he looked away fast, as if Michael's bones and sharp angles hurt to see. Michael didn't say anything, either. He kept his fists close to his sides, a little behind his hips. "I have something for you boys," said the old man. "Something special. Something your parents never gave you, never will."
"Is it magic?" Todd asked.
"Is it shiny?" Leo asked.
"Is it sweet?" asked Ray.
"Is it sharp, like this?" said Michael.
"The old man turned around. Michael raised the knife he'd been holding in his hand. Then Todd showed the knife he'd been holding behind his back, and Leo opened the knife he'd had in his pocket, and Ray pulled out the big butcher knife he'd kept in the paper.
"And you all rushed the old man and stabbed him with your knives. Again and again, until his coat was cut to shreds and what was underneath was red with bits of white showing. And you sang and danced and shouted to the skies, because he would never look at you again like he had a lot of questions to ask and things to show you that you didn't want to hear or see.
"And when you were done you all ran home to me, where I fixed you a big bowl of popcorn and sat down on a chair just like this one and let you tell me all the wonderful things you'd done that day, running wild and free just like I want you to be."
She knew everything about us. The how and where and why we lived. But the stories Tracey told when she had two or more of us together just weren't the same as when she had us alone. Alone with her is when we really felt special.
Sometimes we'd get together on Saturday afternoons behind the public bathrooms in the park and tell each other her stories about us. I never said how she wrestled me to the ground first, and the others didn't talk about whatever she did with them. How she smelled, or felt, or how her hair could tickle the skin of a neck was never brought up. We filled those little details in for ourselves, I think.
It was the stories we shared and talked about. It was the stories we believed. We wanted to believe them, desperately. Passionately. Because they were our link to her. Our bond with her.
If Tracey said we'd killed our father, that's what we'd done. If she said we'd killed our mother, well, we'd done that, too. After all, who were they?
In the heat of our little group, in the inferno of her time with us, they were strangers. People who told us what to do, when, how. People we could never please, who changed their minds for no reason, who took things away and kept things from us for the sheer pleasure of our misery. Demons. Monsters. Keeping us locked in our rooms. Spanking us. Slapping us across the face. Whipping wet rags across our backs and arms. Knocking us flat with the back of their hands, or their palms, or fists. Broom handles. Pans.
Sometimes we were bad. We didn't listen to grownups. We cut school. Our grades were low. We got into fights, and pulled pranks. Michael broke a girl's arm once. Scared her so much she didn't tell on him. Todd got something into the Halloween candy that old witch Mrs. Hillinger bought to give out. Made a lot of kids sick, and Mrs. Hillinger moved away. Ray disappeared for a week, and when he came back he spent a month in the hospital and wouldn't talk about it after he got out. Me, I set my cat on fire after she scratched me. Poisoned a neighbor's dog that used to chase me when I rode my bike. Put left over inside parts from biology lab into Mrs. Stein's coat pocket after she called me a brat in front of the class.
But our parents were bad, too. Not so anyone would notice. But we did. We heard them talking about what they did at work, the deals and backstabbing. We heard about bills and taxes they didn't pay. We heard them on the phone, when they thought the house was empty. We smelled their breaths when they came home late at night and checked in on us. We saw and heard the things they tried to hide from us and each other, and themselves.
Only Tracey was good. To all of us, she was good. We would have done anything for her. Anything she wanted us to do. But all she wanted was for us to believe in her stories. Make them ours. Become them. "Tell me what I just told you," she'd ask, at the end of a story. "Really?" she'd ask. "You did that?" She'd poke and tickle and squirm, laughing at me as I laughed and struggled under her. "I don't believe you. Tell me how you did that. Tell me, why?"
We told each other her stories as if we believed them. As if we'd really done all the things she said we did. The blood, the knife. The creeping up, the screams. Because we wanted to believe them. The stories made us a part of her, and her a part of us. And with her inside of us, we could be strong where we were always weak. We could change the world, strike back. We believed her stories because, no matter how strange or improbable or frightening, our lives were better in them than in the real world. In them we had the power to make things happen.
All she wanted was for us to believe in her stories. And then, after a while, she wanted each of us to do something for her. A secret thing.
First it was Todd. "She wanted me to do something for her," he told me over the phone. It was a weeknight, and I'd been grounded in my room. He got my parents to bring me out only when he said I had a homework assignment he needed.
I didn't need to ask who "she" was. "Save it for Saturday," I whispered. I wasn't in the mood to listen.
"No, for real. She asked me to do something. For her. Only me. And I did it."
It was the laughter that made me believe. Right before he hung up, he laughed. Bubbling, joyous. Like an angel filled with the special light of power and knowledge laughing from someplace above me. I shivered from the cold on the way back to my room.
The next day in school, he wouldn't tell me or the others what he'd done. Not on Saturday, either. We tried to bribe him, we threatened him, we even hit him a few times. He only laughed, with his eyes glowing like a cat's in the right light. Then it was Ray. The next week, I thought something was up when I saw him in school. Smug smile, a little nod of the head instead of a big hello. Like he was holding something big inside of him, something bigger than him. He told us Saturday that she'd asked him to do something, and he had. But he didn't tell us what it had been.
I asked Tracey what was going on the next time she came over. She put her hands on her hips and said, "Make me" I tried. I really tried. But she was strong, and bigger than me, and a fighter. And soon enough she made me forget about Todd and Ray. At least for that night.
Michael tried to pretend she'd asked him a couple of weeks later. We were sick to death of Ray and Todd holding their special status with Tracey over our heads. We were pretty sure they hadn't told each other what they'd done—they said Tracey had made them swear secrecy to her. But we were desperate to be included in their special orbit around Tracey.
It was after school when Michael said he was in with them, and with Tracey. Todd and Ray stared at him for a while. They smiled. And Michael broke down and cried. Ran away. They watched him run, then gave each other a look that was warm and happy and cruel at the same time.
I didn't cry as I walked home. But my eyes burned like acid had been poured on them.
When Michael again said she had asked him to do a secret thing for her the next Saturday afternoon we got together, Todd and Ray believed him. So did I. Blood was in his face and hands, close to the skin, pulsing with life. He had the glow.
I couldn't stand it. I thought I was going to die of shame, hurt, loneliness. I felt like she'd abandoned me, though she still came over whenever my parents asked her to and she still told me stories just as she always did. I stopped meeting the guys at the park on Saturday afternoons, stopped hanging around with them at school. I begged her to let me do something for her. When is my turn coming, I'd ask. I want my turn.
She told me to wait. She had something special for me, too.
I waited alone. I didn't know what was going on. My parents never talked about the accidents. I knew they felt sorry for her. Mentioned some terrible run of tragedy in her family. But I didn't know.
Then she told me her last story. Told me to believe. And I did. With all my heart, with all my imagination and will, I believed. She told me what she wanted me to do. I did it.
And when they came for me, for Michael and Ray and Todd, and made us tell our stories, we told them like we'd always told them to each other. Believing every word. And we were believed.
That's how we knew we belonged to Tracey.
Dark path snakes by a deep valley, where a red river runs fast at the bottom, flows from the mountain caves, fills still pools to soundless depths.
Stillness.
Cold lightning in hand, burning flesh.
Waiting to strike, waiting to strike.
Eager to strike.
Frozen flashes of lightning hanging in the sky, still in the sky, illuminating a landscape of blood red pools.
Word ribbons wind around the bolts, come too close, break into little pieces and drift down into the pools. Float. Leo. My lion. Blood. Wild and free. Run.
Tell me how you did it.
Again.
Again.
Strings of words paralyze, bind, lock. Pools stir, bodies surface. Fingers curl into unsheathed claws. Mouths open, eyes closed. Alone, and not alone, in the land of blood red pools filled with bodies and words.
Leo, the words say. Leo. The words shadows of a figure wrapped in a cloak, wearing the face mask of a cartoon girl.
Leo rang the bell to the house he'd been watching since he'd woken up early in the morning in the back seat of his car, screaming. Pain from the blows he'd taken at the club pulsed along his back with the rhythm of his rapid heartbeat. He was shivering from the cold night he'd spent in the car, the engine off, wrapped in his trench coat and a few forgotten beach towels from the trunk.
He waited for Tracey to come to the door.
The neighborhood hadn't changed that much. Houses surrounded by trees and polite little lawns lined up on either side of the road. Christmas lights clung to windows and drain pipes, blindly blinking. Plastic reindeer and Santa Clauses dotted the yards. Sidings and roofs had been changed, additions jutted out at odd angles, and the cars in the driveways were smaller than when he was growing up, but he knew the street. He'd lived on the next block. Ray and
Michael had been neighbors on the corner. Todd's old home was two blocks away.
He remembered football games played with screaming frenzy in stadiums of falling leaves. The parade of monsters on Halloween. A cascade of snowless Christmases just like this one getting presents he didn't really want. The shock of seeing a haze of green growing out of dead darkness. Long, lazy walks to and from the park five blocks away. Baseball games with innings rolling in and out like waves on a beach. Lemonade stands.
The smell of barbecues, and freshly mowed grass, and Tracey's perfume.
The door opened. A woman peeked out. Disappeared. Left the door open.
Leo was drawn across the threshold by the woman's eyes. Inside, the carpet was worn, the furniture dull and scuffed. The air was stuffy, scented with the faint, sweet smell of decay. Dust motes glittered in the sunlight streaking through gaps in the venetian blinds. Another reality struggled to emerge out of the ruin. New furniture, fresh carpet. Lamp light. Darkness. Leo braced himself against the wall for a moment, shaken by vertigo. He took a deep breath, forced himself to walk.
He flinched as he went past the stairs, thinking he heard water dripping in the bathroom above. Drifting into the kitchen, where the sink was filled with dishes and a black garbage bag lay half-filled next to the grumbling refrigerator, Leo stared at the woman sitting on an aluminum-frame dinette chair. Her back was to him. Smoke from a cigarette floated over her grey-streaked crown of wild hair. He walked to the chair opposite her, sat down.
Her faded yellow velour robe was half-open, exposing a "V" of pale flesh.
"My little lion," she said with a smirk.
For an instant, something in her husky voice cut through the years and he saw the old Tracey buried in the doughy apparition before him. Bright eyes. Firm breasts. Parted lips. But only for an instant. "You've changed." His voice cracked.
"So have you. I don't think I can beat you up anymore, Leo. Unless, of course, you let me." She sat back as she laughed and rolled her eyes at the ceiling. The laughter stopped when she took a drag from her cigarette.
For a moment, he wanted to let her beat him up. If her skin had been smooth, her body packed into jeans and an old western shirt, and if she had looked him in the eye and smiled, if she'd been wearing the same old sweet perfume, and had stood up and walked over to him and pushed his shoulder, he would have slid to the ground. Fallen to his knees. Waited for her to slap him, catch him in a hold and throw him around, then sit on his chest and tickle him.
"I don't think so," Leo whispered. She tapped ash from the cigarette. "So, disappointed?"
"I don't know."
"Need me to tell you if you should be?"
Leo rubbed his forehead. Nausea passed through him, leaving him dizzy. Reality crumbled, no matter how hard he pushed his fingers into the bone of his forehead. He felt unreal. Lost. What was he doing here? What was supposed to happen, what was he supposed to do? He stared at the ashtray, found no answers. Helpless, he looked to Tracey. "Why the card?"
"Take a look around you. Don't you think I need the company?"
"You always had company."
"You boys were my company. My life."
"What about the others? Didn't they want to come?"
"They're gone."
"Gone where?"
Tracey glanced at the floor and cocked an eyebrow. The gesture glistened like an old dinosaur bone under museum lights, straining to bring to life what been long dead.
"Are you going to keep me in suspense?" Leo shot back. "What happened, you always were full of stories. Did you run out?"
Tracey put the cigarette out. Moved the ashes around with the butt. "Todd committed suicide after he came out. Stepped out on a highway and let a fourteen wheeler run him over. Visited me once, right before he did it. Ray was killed by a guard during a bank robbery in California last year. He came by a lot, in between jail time and his jobs. Me and him, we got along pretty good. Michael died on Thanksgiving in the hospital. AIDS. He came by once in a while. Said he used to see you in New York, sometimes, on the street outside of some clubs. Waved to you, once. You must not've recognized him. He barely caught you in your get-up."
A few moments passed before he realized she had stopped. He felt as if he were floating, watching Tracey's weathered face and the bodies of his boyhood friends sink into a blood red sea far below him. Out of that sea old hurts rose, snarling and snapping with rage. He was blinded for a moment by a single thought: they'd already been with her.
A sound hummed in his mind: myturnmyturnmyturn. "You used to tell better stories," he said. He strained to hear his own voice. It sounded distant, child-like.
"Oh, I'm all out of stories. Haven't had any in me since I lost you boys. I listen to other people's stories, now. On the talk shows, soaps and cable movie channels. When Todd came around, he wanted to stay and have me tell him stories, like before. He told me about how the other kids treated him where he was sent, and how he grew up wanting to be with me, forever and ever, listening to my voice, to my stories. I had to tell him no. Had to. There were still neighbors around then who remembered what'd happened. How would it have looked, shacking up with one of the guys who killed my parents?" Tracey laughed. "Besides, I didn't have anything to give him. No more stories. They're all gone."
Leo shuddered.
"Ray was held over longer than the rest of you. Kept getting into trouble with the kids at his facility. He came by a while after Todd. He understood what the deal was after the first visit. I won't say it didn't hurt him, my not telling stories. He cried for a bit. But he was realistic. Afterwards, he'd drop in and tell me all kinds of stories. Car chases, gun fights, show downs with mobsters and murderers and detectives." She pointed to a ragged hole in the wall near the ceiling. "He got carried away one night and put a bullet up there. That hole always reminds me of him. Most of the time, though, he came and went quietly. Of course, he had to. Somebody always wanted a piece of him."
Leo nodded but didn't follow Tracey's gaze to the bullet hole. He focused on her, afraid she'd realize she was telling a kind of story and stop. He worked hard at pushing away the image of Todd pleading with her for a story; an older Ray sitting at the kitchen table, entertaining their Tracey with tales of his exploits.
"Michael took his time dropping by. Phoned a couple of times, didn't say much except hi and how're you doing. Never asked for stories. Never. After a while, he took to bringing over his latest lover. Like I was his mother, and he wanted to introduce them, get my approval. I liked the last one. He stayed with Michael to the end. Michael got to telling me stories, and his boyfriends, too. They liked talking about themselves. But their stories were always sad. Lost loves, betrayal, death. A couple of times, he and Ray were here at the same time. They went upstairs. I didn't ask what they said to each other, and they never told me."
Upstairs. Bathroom. Tub. A pool of blood red water. Faucet dripping, water splashing with the monotony of a clock ticking in an empty house.
"Why didn't you invite me sooner?" Leo asked.
"I was expecting you to invite yourself, like the others. But when you didn't, I thought you might have taken it harder than the rest. Figured you needed time. So I left you alone. Had Ray do a little investigating. Found out where you lived. Nice wife and kid you had, Leo. The little girl was cute, though I bet you wish you had a boy, right? Wouldn't that be something? If you'd had a boy, I might have written to you sooner. Maybe we could have arranged for me to watch him while you and your wife went out. Might have saved the marriage, the two of you having some time for yourselves. I might have even found new stories to tell."
Leo grunted. He was helpless to disagree. Her voice washed through him, her words sank into his mind like hooks. Dragging him into the darkness of a bullet hole in the wall, or a tub of bloody water slowly draining.
"When there was no one left," she continued, "I figured it was time to give you a little push. Figured that's the way you wanted it, me and you, alone. What with the holidays, and you and me with no one else."
"I missed you," Leo said. "Wanted you." The words slipped away from him. They escaped from a past where he'd been locked in a room with three other boys, strangers, predators, for such a long time. The words blew out into the air like smoke from the fire that had consumed his teenage years in an upstate juvenile facility, separated from his childhood friends because of the nature of their communal crime. "But I was afraid," he said, finally. Desperately.
"I was here all the time."
But you don't have any more stories, he wanted to say but didn't. He was still afraid. More than ever. Bad words might drive her away. Now that he had her back, he couldn't lose her again. Not without losing himself.
"What do you want from me?" he asked.
Tracey considered him. Her eyes drew him, as they had done at the door. He fell into her, forgetting the dry, wrinkled flesh, the breath heavy and stale with coffee and cigarettes and last night's vomit. Her voice insinuated itself into his thoughts, made them hers. There was nothing left for him but surrender.
"You were the last back then, too," she said. "The special one. The one with the patience. Well, you must want something from me after all this time. Don't you, my little lion?"
Stories. It was a time . . .
But no. She had none left. He could not fail her, as the others had, by asking her. She had given him everything. It was time to give back.
"You made me feel real when I was young," he told her. "Let me feel real, again. Tell me what you want. Tell me what I can give you."
Tracey stood. Walked around to his side of the table. Put a hand on his shoulder. Enveloped him with the sour odor of her body.
The warmth of her sex burned through the chair and into his back. "All I want is stories," she said. "Tell me a story, my little lion. Tell me all the things you've done, all the things you've seen. Who you killed and who you saved. And all the things you've yet to do. Tell me, Leo. Tell me, now."
Leo stood up suddenly. Her hand fell away. He walked out of the kitchen, hesitated at the door to the house, then entered the gloomy living room. He looked out through the gaps in the venetian blinds. Clouds had come, masking the sun and its strong light. The street had turned grey. Plastic Santas and blinking lights struggled to raise holiday cheer in the emptiness.
He searched for something to give her that would mean as much to her as what she had given him. It seemed important to give. It was the season, after all. "Tell me," Tracey said, "whose blood was on the knife."
He turned, and found her laying flat on her back in the middle of the living room floor. The robe was gone. She was naked. Her body looked younger, shapelier, as a few pieces of dust rose where she had settled on the rug. Her hair surrounded her head like a halo. She stared at him, smiling.
He was reminded of a landscape, with hills and valleys and hair for grass. Caves filled with dark mystery. Flesh like earth, eyes like pools. He smiled back.
"What did you do?" Tracey asked. Breathless. Hanging on my every word. "Tell me again, what did you do?"
She'd already made me tell the story back to her. Over and over. Had me write it down and give it to her on my way to school. Had me call her at home every night and repeat it. Her father always answered. He sounded faint, like he was half way across the world in a place where telephones were new. Then Tracey would come on, and the line would be full of life, and I'd perform. And she'd tell me how wonderful I was, how brave and strong, and how we would always run wild and free together.
She told me to keep repeating the story to myself all the time, even when I was in class, or watching TV, or eating dinner. Remembering all the details. Living every moment. I became so involved in the story, I forgot chores, didn't answer questions, even let my father get away with not giving me my allowance. My mom asked me if anything was wrong, and dad said I was turning into a space cadet. On the last day, my teacher sent a note home. He said I was unusually distracted. My parents made an appointment to go in to see the school counselor with me the following week. That night they went out. Dad had another one of those job parties to go to. A fundraiser. Big-time backers were going to be there. Might be his chance to get on a slate, or at least land a judgeship. Couldn't say no. They argued about calling Tracey over. Mom said she needed time with her dad, the way things were going over there. Dad said Tracey needed a distraction, and maybe she could pull me down to earth. The other sitter they called couldn't come, so that settled that. Tracey came over. They went out.
Tracey trapped me easily. Hurt me. Made me beg to tell her what I'd done. What the story said I'd done. "Tell me how you did it," she said. "Tell me whose blood it was."
I told the story like I believed it. Because I did.
"I was going a little crazy. My friends, Ray, Mike and Todd, hadn't been around much. They'd been acting creepy every time I ran into them. Talking about what happened to your mom and your two little sisters like it was no big deal. Like it was a joke. They kept saying how your mom and sisters deserved getting killed, because they'd made you unhappy. 'Cause your mom always made you take care of them when you weren't taking care of us. And she never paid you or gave you any money. And you never got a chance to date, or go to parties, or anything.
"You always said it was no big deal, taking care of your sisters. Sure, you complained once in a while. Sometimes I'd hear you talking on the phone to a girlfriend. But you said that wasn't the real problem. There were other things going on. And then you'd get serious for a minute, and you'd get crying eyes, but only let one or two tears come down. And then you'd get over it and play with me, like you always did.
"Then those accidents started happening. And my friends, they talked crazy. We all did, a lot of times. And did crazy things. But not like they were talking. Like how easy it was to get a retard like your baby sister into that skinny old well past the park, where the developers keep wanting to build. Get her stuck head first, so she drowns in the water. Or how they could get your other little sister to come out to the park at night by leaving her note that was supposed to be from Hank in her class, who she really liked. A note with a couple of poems about ghosts and spirits and stupid things like that. Then jump her, and knock her out, and fill her full of liquor from a bottle they stole from the school engineer's office, and douse her with the liquor real good, and then set her on fire. Like I'd done with that cat, only I used lighter fluid. Leave a couple of magic books about raising the dead around her, along with candles, and draw one of them witch pentagrams in white paint on the ground. So it'd look like she'd flipped and was trying to get her baby sister back from the dead, only she got drunk on the stuff she wanted to use in the ritual and passed out and spilled liquor on herself and fell on the candles around the pentagram and got herself killed. Stupid girl. Didn't know the difference between blood and wine and liquor, much less that you weren't supposed to get drunk on the stuff you give to the Devil to get your sister back. People could believe that about a kid. Especially one mixed up because her sister was dead.
"And my friends said, after that, it'd be easy to get to your mom. She'd be half-gone, anyhow. Wouldn't know what was going on, losing two kids one right after the other, like that. It wouldn't take much to sneak in right after school, before you and your dad got home, and jump her, and fill her full of poison that acted so fast that by the time you did get home, it'd be too late. She'd be dead. And you'd be free.
"It wouldn't have bothered me so much, the way they were talking, if that wasn't the way it happened. First your retard sister in the well, then your other sister burning, and finally your mom killing herself with poison. They knew everything about what happened to your sisters and mom. The last two, before anything happened.
"So I had all these thoughts about you. And I was afraid something might happen to you. Maybe the guys wanted to keep going, take care of the whole family. I didn't know. I know they really liked you, just like I did, but I didn't know what they might do. Because, you know, if they did those other things to your mom and sisters, and weren't just talking big, they really could be crazy enough to hurt you. And who was I going to tell? Who'd believe me? So I kept thinking and thinking. Until you came over one night, to look after me while my folks had to go out, and you started crying. Saying wild things about how you wished your mom and sisters hadn't died. How it should have been your father. Because of the things he did to you. Things no one else knew about. Things you didn't want to tell me when I asked about them.
"So that night I came over to visit you. To make sure you were okay and see if I could do anything to make you feel better. Like you did for me when you came over after I'd done something wrong at school or around the house. And to make sure those other guys weren't up to something around your house.
"I snuck out after my mom and dad went to sleep. Ran to your house. A light was on upstairs, and downstairs. I didn't see anybody else around. I snuck around to the back door, which I remembered you telling me your dad sometimes forgot to lock when he came back from messing around in the garage. It was open. I went in through the kitchen. It was dark, except for a little wall light in a socket. But I'd been over your house a few times. I knew my way around.
"You were downstairs, in the living room. Sitting on the floor, arms on the sofa, head down on one of the cushions. Crying. The floor lamp was set on low, and shined on you like a spotlight. I got scared. I'd never seen you cry like that. Like you were emptying out everything in you, and there'd be nothing left when you finished. I kept looking at your shoulders, the way they went up and down as you let out these long, hurting sounds. I wanted to cry with you, but I thought you might get angry at me for sneaking into the house in the middle of the night. Suddenly I thought it wasn't such a good idea to come over. I started to go back to the kitchen. Then I heard your father calling you.
"His voice was real low. Like a dog grumbling. 'Tracey,' he said. His voice was cracking, too. And there was water running. Not fast, just a trickle. Water running into a tub.
"And all you said was, 'no.' Shook your head, beat the sofa with your fist, and said, 'no.' Over and over again. That's when I saw your shirt was ripped. And when you moved a little, I could see your pants weren't zippered all the way up. Like something had already happened. And was going to happen again.
"And then I got mad. Real mad. Burning hot mad like bacon sizzling in a pan, spitting stinging grease. Like the time that cat scratched me when I was petting it, and I lit it up. Or when Jeff told everybody how I cheated off him on a math test, and I stole his pen knife with his initials his folks got him and put it next to Frankie after I hit him in the head from behind with a brick.
"I thought about all the things that'd happened to you, lately, and how much you were holding in, and how hurt you sounded. And that voice called you, again. 'Tracey.' Like a fairy tale dragon that hasn't had enough to eat, and wants another bite out of the princess.
"I went back into the kitchen. Took out the big cutting knife from the drawer where I'd seen your mother take it out when me and the rest of the guys were over for milk and your mom's chocolate cake. Came back past the front door, to the stairs by the entrance to the living room. Went up. Slow. On my toes. You didn't see me. The steps squeaked but you didn't turn around. Just kept crying. Saying, 'no.'
"I heard water splashing, and your father calling again. The light was on in the bathroom, and the door was open. Your parents' bedroom door was open across the way. The light was bright enough for me to see the mess inside. Piles of clothes, bags, leftover food. There was a funny odor coming from it, like something you'd find coming out of a locker where you'd kept sweaty T-shirts and sneakers too long. I stopped at the bathroom door. Your dad was in the tub. Back to the door. The water was steaming, and more hot water was trickling from the faucet at his feet. His dick was hard and big. He was stroking it with both hands. I came up on him. His head was leaning back against the wall. His eyes were closed. So he couldn't see me in the mirror over the sink. He was smiling.
"'I knew you'd be back,' he said. 'It's just the two of us. We have to take care of each other. Make sure we're both all right. I'll take care of you, Tracey, baby. Like I always have. But you have to take care of me, now. No more baby sisters. There's only me.'
"Right then, I knew what was more terrible than you having to take care of your sisters, and not being able to go to parties or do what you wanted. I knew what was more terrible than your mom ignoring you. I knew why you were hurting.
"The burning mad in me made it so I couldn't stand still. I had to move. Keep moving. I put my foot on the edge of the tub. My arm went up. Your dad opened his eyes. Opened his mouth, surprised. I didn't even think about it. I chopped down hard with the knife between his legs. Your dad, he jumped up. Water went all over the place. And blood. He screamed. I swung the knife around with both hands and whacked at his head. I thought about that one a little bit as I did it. Wanted to get him right in his dirty mouth. I missed, hit his neck. Sunk it deep in his throat. He fell back. He wasn't screaming no more. Left the knife in there. Opened the drain, because I didn't want to look at all that bloody water. Then I heard you running up the stairs. You stumbled, fell. I ducked out, hid in your parents' room. You went into the bathroom. Screamed. I snuck past. Saw you holding your head in your hands while you stood next to the tub. Looking down at your dad. In the water. In the bloody water.
"I thought you'd be happy. But I was scared when I ran down the stairs. Pee'd in my pants. Left through the back door. And you were still screaming."
And when I finished, Tracey smiled a big, warm smile and clapped her hands.
"'You're ready,' she said. 'Tonight we do it. It's perfect. Your father really did have to go to a party for his job tonight. And my dad'll be too drunk to tell us apart by the time you come over later. Everything fits, everything's set. Now do it just like we said you would. And keep repeating the story to yourself. The story is all there is, right my little lion? Nothing else you do or see is real. Just the story. And then we'll run wild and free.'"
Cold lightning melting in hand, dribbling through fingers. Running between dark pools, bloody pools. Running, chasing word ribbons, letter strings, hornet syllables that sting. Running, until a hand clamps down on shoulder, pulls back, turns body. It's me. Leo. Don't be afraid.
But . . . I'm Leo.
Laughter. Face falls away. Underneath, the cartoon face mask of a girl comic strip character. Body hidden under a cloak.
Boys running in a comic book. Through forests, and between houses. Fright in their eyes. Looking over their shoulders. Four. Three. No, four boys. Four. Word balloon looms over their heads.
It was a time when sons killed their mothers and daughters murdered their mothers, and all the children ran wild and free.
Cloaked figure among the trees points the way the boys must run. Cartoon mask fills the panel.
Off panel, the cloak falls away.
Hot burning weight presses down between the legs. Hot, but no pain. Sweetness. Lava blood flow pulses.
Kisses on the ear, the neck, the inside of the thigh. Fingernails scratch the arms. Leather. Thighs. Breasts. Lips. Strong arms holding.
Boys fill the cartoon panel. Holding knives held high. Panel with just hands, and knives. Knives coming down, like lightning bolts, flashing through a dark background. Stabbing. Men, women, children . . .
Cartoon caption above the last panel: whose blood is on the knife? Tongue runs over ear. Hot body presses against yielding flesh.
Tell the story. Tell me whose blood it was. Tell me how you did it. Tell it again.
Cartoon mask knocked away. Underneath . . .
It's me. Leo. Don't you recognize me?
But I'm Leo.
Laughter. Lip stick smudged. False eyelash hangs delicately from the lid. Wig crooked. My brave little lion, aren't we all?
Leo set the tape recorder on the edge of the bathroom sink and pressed the record button. It was an old machine, and he'd had to salvage batteries from a flashlight he found in Tracey's kitchen to make it work. He was lucky to have found the recorder in her bedroom. Her parents' old bedroom. He needed an audience as he sat on the closed toilet lid and talked. Told his story. That was all he wanted. To give what was in him back. But he had to know he was giving what he had to someone, or something. A machine was just as good as a person. Better. Machines listened to stories, never interrupted, and remembered every word. They accepted everything you gave them, without condition, without judgment. If they were the right kind of machines. "So you want to hear a story?" Leo asked. "You want to know whose blood was on the knife?" No one answered. Water dripped slowly from the faucet into the full bathtub. The sound reverberated in the bathroom, along with his voice. His butt was numb from sitting on the convex toilet lid. He breathed through his mouth to avoid smelling the stench of feces. But he didn't look at the tub or move from his seat or search through the cabinet for a deodorizer. He'd stopped breathing hard. His hands were no longer shaking. He felt real. Solid. As if he'd just awakened from a long, convoluted dream. Images from the dreaming teased his consciousness: a soft, fleshy landscape lit by lightning bolts; a cartoon girl pointing; his own face made up like a woman's, framed by a long-haired wig. But the images were fading, leaving Leo's vision clear. He saw Tracey's house the way he remembered it, with her parents and sisters filling it with life long ago when he and friends came over to visit or be supervised while their own parents were away. And he saw the house as it was, a mausoleum, dead and silent. He saw his life as it had been: a childhood of secrets and pleasures beyond his understanding, followed by years of desperate searching for something real and true to hold on to. And he saw his life as it was now: free of the fear and lies that had imprisoned him for all the years since he'd last seen Tracey.
No more running away. No more thoughts scuttling across his mind only to disappear under scrutiny. No more confusion, frustration. Past, present and future were all the same. The world in his mind had at last connected with what was happening in the real world.
He was home. He'd surrendered to Tracey, belonged to her, as she belonged to him. At last, he was wild and free. At last, he was truly her little lion.
"Well, first I'll tell you the truth," he said. "The question really is, whose hand held the knife.
"I did come over to your house that night. Because you told me to. Because that was the plan. I ran to your house in the middle of the night, after my folks' had gone to sleep, telling myself the story you'd told me over and over in my head. I was living two lives at the same time: the story in my head, and what was real. It wasn't a problem. There was plenty of room for both. As long as I knew you were there.
"I came in through the back door, just like you said I did. You told me you'd make sure the back door was open, and not to worry about that part of the story.
"I went through the kitchen, past the front door, up the stairs. Didn't look at you standing in the dark corner of the living room, out of the light. Just kept thinking about the story, even though I could feel your eyes on me. Waited on the top landing, running the story in my head, until it had caught up to me and I had a knife in my hand.
"I went to the bathroom. Your father was there. Under the water, except for an arm sticking up. He was already chopped up. Crotch, neck, a few other places. He must have fought. I could smell the blood and shit from his body. I concentrated on the places where you said I'd gotten him with the knife. Those were the important places, the places I remembered. I couldn't remember the other places. That's what I said, when they asked me later. I just couldn't remember.
"I pulled the knife out of his stomach, ran it over his crotch and neck, then tossed it on the floor. Like you'd told me to do. Reached into the body water, unplugged the drain. The water was still warm. I watched the water go down.
"You came upstairs. You waited outside the bathroom for me to come out. I wanted to kiss you, then. I wanted to hold you, and feel your arms around me. I wanted you to throw me to the ground. I needed to feel your weight and the heat between your legs on my chest. But it was too late for that. You looked away. I started downstairs, but you hissed like a snake. I'd forgotten to hide in the bedroom. I went in. Crouched behind the bed. Dripped some blood and water on the bedspread. Went downstairs. Out the back. Ran back home.
"I was still telling the story to myself when the detectives came. Mom cried and Dad, I think he wanted to kill me. They believed me. The cops and families believed all of us. Because we weren't such good kids to begin with, and we told our stories so well. And people generally knew we were sort of in love with Tracey.
"We were sent away for a long time. When I came out, both my parents were dead. Dad had a heart attack, Mom died drunk in a car crash. There was no one left. Except for you. And I wasn't ready for that. I was afraid you'd look away, like you did that night. And I was scared you might take me in, as well. The psychiatrists upstate taught me that wouldn't be such a good thing. So I got a job, married, had a family. Looked for you in other places. Lost the life I'd managed to make for myself.
"That's all there is to the truth. It's not as exciting, I know, as the stories. And that's why you wanted me back. For stories to make you feel alive. But there's always truth behind stories, and I thought we'd start with that. It's important to remember whose hand really held the knife. Just so we can all tell the differences between what we dream, what we think happens, and what's real. Truth makes a story's lie more interesting."
Leo paused. Glanced at Tracey submerged in the tub full of bloody water. Her dead, empty eyes stared back at him like a pair of dull stones. He leaned over the tub and pulled the drain plug. The knife he'd left on the edge of the tub fell in. Water gurgled down the pipe. In the driveway to the house next door, young children burst into a laughing rendition of "Rudolph the Red Nose Reindeer" as they scrambled out of their parents' car and into their house. Their voices faded, the car's engine died. A while later, the last of the water swirled down the drain.
"Now, let me tell you a story," he said to her. He kissed her cold, wet forehead, and continued.
"'It was a time,' Tracey always began, 'when sons killed their fathers and daughters murdered their mothers, and all the children ran wild and free . . .'"
The words came easily, more easily than he'd ever remembered them coming. The words came bubbling out of a subterranean darkness, where the real world was swallowed and dreams were made. He felt like he could go on telling stories forever.
"I work alone," Max said, standing in the entry to the apartment building.
City traffic at his back nearly drowned out the sound of breathing, but the Beast caught the scent of prey, subdued, treated, undetectable in the mix of odors from garbage cans, laundry, and six floors of apartments.
There was work to do. He was prepared to restrain his demon, for the moment. Appetites frequently found their satisfaction in the course of his work.
"I'm not with you," the woman said. "My target's in 607."
"That's across the hall from mine."
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