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The last sunrays streaked the western sky as
another dog day of summer ended. Josiel Henry rocked gently on the
front porch of her cottage. It was secluded by pine and oak trees
off State Road 1723 in Cumberland County near Fayetteville, North
Carolina. She smiled and laid her head back after tuning in to her
favorite jazz radio station.

Josiel’s only companions, Kujo and Bingo, lay
in the grass beyond the porch. Kujo a mongrel resembling a
bloodhound suddenly perked his ears. When alert, his meaty frame
was taut, more like a Rottweiler. Bingo, a young Beagle hound,
looked up from his nap. In an instant, they raced toward the dirt
path driveway, barking, scouring the area.

The rustling and crackling of twigs sounded
in the distance. Josiel squinted for a better look. A figure darted
through the bushes and the pine trees. It might be human. Maybe it
was an illusion or an apparition, but that was not something Josiel
would entertain. She either saw something or she didn’t.

Josiel picked up her binoculars. She always
liked zeroing in on the critters. This time the binoculars didn’t
reveal much of anything. She picked up the computer remote and
pointed it at the window, muting the speakers.

“Quiet, Kujo,”

Kujo’s barking ceased. He stared down the
driveway, whining, his ears still perked. Bingo stood in the middle
of the driveway continuing his high-pitched bark.

“Bingo, be quiet!”

Bingo glanced at her, then back down the
driveway. He bounded toward the trees. Kujo shot ahead of his
companion. Both dogs disappeared into the underbrush.

Josiel stood, leaned forward, and inspected
the yard. “Who’s there?” Her gravelly, low-pitched voice drew out
the words. Her curly gray boy-cut hair accentuated her
pecan-colored skin and, even at age seventy-two, her willowy frame
was well-toned.

Barks and growls from the dogs were her only
response. She scanned the area once more with her binoculars.
Probably a fox, or maybe a black bear—she’d seen one out here
before. She went inside.

Josiel’s eyes scanned the living and dining
rooms, the exercise equipment and furniture. The house was a place
built for comfort, her cozy cocoon away from violence and
aggression, something she despised and had seen too much of in the
past. She checked the back door then peeped in her bedroom. A
glance over at the closet door brought thoughts of the rifle. It
was stored up in the attic through the opening in the closet.
Josiel had never felt the need to have it handy, though she did
clean and oil it once a year. Respect for guns and how to shoot was
something she’d learned as a girl, but she didn’t much like them.
She’d used the rifle once, a few years before, to shoot a few tin
cans off a stump, just to make sure she had the feel of it. Her
former husband had given it as a gift to their son; a teenager at
the time, he’d lost interest in shooting decades ago. Admittedly,
living a quarter mile from the state road in a secluded area was a
little daunting. But the dogs were watchful and she enjoyed the
privacy, no more of the ugliness of the city and past affairs.

Josiel turned on the television and went to
the kitchen to finish up the dishes. She hated housework, but
couldn’t stand the sight of a sink filled with dirty dishes. After
putting the last dish away, she lay back in her leather recliner in
the living room. She flipped through the TV channels stopping at
NBC. Dateline’s To Catch a Predator was on. How could these guys be
so stupid? These men were proficient at surfing the web to commit
crimes against children. Didn’t they ever watch news shows? To
think they would pull such stunts and expect they could get away
with it. Now another one was in the hot seat—waiting for the kid to
come out but instead he gets Chris Hansen. She shook her head, just
thinking about them, those sick, stupid bastards. Why couldn’t they
just do right? Twisted or not, just do right. She thought about
Jim, her ex-husband. He wasn’t a pedophile, but he’d had his own
issues with violence. She was sure that there was a genetic flaw
that some men carried that made it impossible for them to control
their conflicts and inconsistencies with others, male and
female.

 


Sounds of barking and growling and
pain-filled yelps gripped Josiel. She jumped up, grabbed the bat by
the door, and flipped on the outdoor spotlights. Outside, all was
silent, not even a cricket chirped.

“Kujo, Bingo—come boys.” Josiel whistled.
“Kujo, come on, boy.” She patted her thigh and waited. Nothing.
He’d always come in the past. “Bingo, come here Bingy.”

Josiel examined the yard then walked along
the edges beyond the spotlight. She went toward a wooded area on
the side of the house. Kujo lay on his side on the ground. He
didn’t move as she came closer.

She knelt down and felt his chest below his
front legs then checked his nose. He wasn’t breathing. “Oh Kujo,”
she groaned, stroking him. Her hand came away wet with blood. With
a closer search of his fur, she felt puncture wounds. It appeared
that someone had stabbed him.

Josiel leaned close, as if to shield the
dog’s body, and scanned the area with her eyes. She gripped the bat
tightly and crept toward the back of the house. The back door
looked secure. She circled around toward the front, searching for
anything that moved. She would notify the sheriff’s office
immediately.

Josiel went inside and turned to close the
door; as she did, two men rushed her from behind. She was spinning,
a hand grabbing her, then another. One grabbed her in a chokehold
while the other jerked her hands behind her. At five-foot-ten,
Josiel was taller than either of them. They had to struggle to hold
her. Her eyes widened with fright. She tried to make a sound but
couldn’t. She fought until she could no longer breathe.

“Do not scream,” growled the man who was
choking her. He had a slight Latino accent. His angry black eyes
were fixed on hers. She felt the heat of his breath, and saw the
sweat beads on his brown skin. His lip curled beneath a thick, dark
mustache. He loosened his grip just enough to let her breathe.

“What y’all want?” Josiel stammered,
coughing; her throat still felt like something was blocking her
breathing passage. Both men let her go. Her hands shook as she
rubbed her throat. Terrified, she struggled to conceal her
emotions. She needed to focus, concentrating on what her next move
might be and what she should or shouldn’t say was of utmost
importance.

“Is this your place?” the man with the
mustache asked.

Josiel nodded, frowning as her eyes darted
between the two men.

“We need a place to stay,” he said.
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