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WIRED is an old school thriller set
in 1989 just before the age of the internet, cell phones, home
computers or even ATM’s. Enjoy reading about an era that had more
in common with the technology of 1889 than 2011 and a time when
people had to lay eyes on each other and communicate face to face
if they were going to stop a killer.








Chapter One

June, 1989

A piece of hair lifted in the breeze, gently rolling before
settling back against an ear. Flies and gnats darted around,
buzzing at the upturned ear, but no hand was raised to bat them
away. The morning was cool with a light breeze that raised the
fine, downy hair all along her back and down her slim bottom,
stopping where she had carefully shaved all the hair from her
thighs to her toes.

Her face looked out toward the large
dirt parking lot that curved around in the shape of a half-moon. If
she had lifted herself up onto an elbow, she would have seen the
edge of the bluff and the beginning of the tall grass and weeds
that marked the steep descent down toward the old parts of
town.

Her arms were stretched out to one
side, the hands coming together in what looked like a last prayer.
Whoever had laid her there had been gentle when they were putting
her down. She hadn’t been dropped and left.

From a distance, particularly in the
headlights that night, she looked as if she were sleeping with her
knees curled up to meet her elbows. A guy honked his horn a few
times before getting agitated and throwing his car into park. Told
his girlfriend in the seat next to him to wait as he pushed the
door open and stomped over to tell the girl to get out of the way,
sleep it off at home.

Later, he’d shake and cry as he called
the police, trying to explain what he knew, who he saw. Tell them
that the girl was in his class at school, that he had seen her
earlier that day, that her skin was so cold to the touch. He’d have
nightmares about it for years to come, each time snapping awake
before he touched the body and felt the skin slacken under his
fingers.

The summer was about to take an ugly
turn for the worse, for everyone.

....................






Mary Elizabeth lay on her side, facing
out, feeling her shoulder start to ache from lying on it too long.
The morning was beginning and she couldn’t decide if it would
really be worth it to roll over and start sleeping on the other
shoulder. She’d turned thirty-six last month and couldn’t remember
her body aching so much in the morning just because of the way she
lay in bed.

She was in the habit of sleeping on
her side with one foot hanging over the edge like any minute she
was going to get up, and she preferred the side that let her look
toward the room, the left, to the side that let her look at
Charlie.

Charlie Eames was her husband and had
been for the last fourteen years. They had known each other since
high school when Mary Elizabeth was a sophomore and Charlie was a
senior.

When Mary Elizabeth was feeling kindly
toward him, she admitted to herself that he was big and sweet and
when she wasn’t, she was sure he was stupid. She let herself
stretch out, feeling the footboard with her toes and was about to
roll over toward Charlie when he kneed her in the back in his
sleep. An instant, hot flash of anger came over her and she pushed
closer to the edge of the bed.

Too angry and wide awake to sleep, her
back still tingling from the sharp pain, Mary Elizabeth let her
mind float. It was one of her favorite games. Picking a thought or
old dream and exploring every piece or changing some bit of it to
make it better or at least different. It was the way she got
herself to sleep every night. It was the place she went to when she
was angry or bored with the present.

The game was a habit she picked up in
high school after things started to unravel. It made her mind
release its grip on the memories that could leave her wide-eyed and
staring at the ceiling all night. It helped her keep things
together, move on with her day.

The party, she thought, presents.
Faces turned toward me, smiling. There are only people there that I
wanted. Charlie is hanging around in the background, smiling away
at everyone. Little Matthew at about two and half, standing so
close to my chair in the center of things that the top half of his
body rested against my arm.

I knew he only wanted to get closer to
the cake, poke a finger in it, but if felt good to have him so
close. Looking down on the top of his head, I marveled at the
absolute whiteness of his hair. No other shades of color. I thought
my own hair was plain blonde, until Matthew. Looking at pictures of
the two of us sitting together I noticed how red and brown my hair
was, or had become. Which one was it?

I miss details, she thought, all the
time. Too much time spent pushing away from things. Her fingers
started shaking and she nervously reached out, lightly wrapping a
hand around a wrist, rubbing in a neat circle.

Less of me exists every year, she
thought, forcing her mind back to a memory, a good memory, at least
one she could handle, deal with and pull apart.

She remembered looking up from the
singing faces at the party and glancing toward Charlie.

He was staring at me, again. Long
stare, no blink. Clear blue eyes from the back of the crowd. He
looked away when I looked up, stepped back and went around
everyone, searching for the special paper plates decorated with
pictures of balloons and confetti but the moment was broken. I
couldn’t stand that staring, she thought, lying there tense in
bed.

The helplessness and anger were
brushing hard against her insides, before she could will them
away.

………………..






Charlie stared at Mary Elizabeth’s
back through the little bit of light coming in through the window.
Didn’t mean to knee her, but then didn’t exactly pull back once he
realized she was closer than he though. He felt her body stiffen
instantly and saw her move away from him. His stomach backed up a
little and a bitter, hot taste entered his mouth, mixed with a
small giddiness. That must have really given her back a little
twang, he thought.

He hated the way she slept with her
back to him. Couldn’t even cuddle around her like a spoon. Every
time he tried she’d complain that he was on her hair or was
breathing hot air right into her face, or something. Now when he’d
get the urge he’d think twice and stare at her back. Some people
stared out windows or at least into empty space. Charlie stared at
Mary Elizabeth.

This morning he woke up with a
different kind of urge. He knew that if he got up and peed it would
subside but it wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted to hold Mary
Elizabeth and move inside of her. He really wanted her to move back
but the light seemed to intimidate her. She wouldn’t even look into
his eyes. And after jabbing her like that she’d probably find the
nerve to just flat out refuse him.

Good morning, sweet baby, he could
mumble in her ear and try to wedge his hand down between her legs.
Give her little kisses on the side of her face. Good morning. She
would stiffen, tuck her chin down, and tell him no. No, like, you
understand why, no. Better not to start.

You catch her in the darkness though,
especially the pitch dark, ain’t-nobody-moving-dark and the tables
were turned, thought Charlie. Sometimes he’d been in a deep sleep
and felt something holding onto his penis, warm and tight. The
first time it happened he felt absolute terror but when he felt the
sudden fall of hair against his thighs and realized it was Mary
Elizabeth, he felt awe.

He’d barely see her every time,
staring down at him in the darkness. Feel her steady an arm,
looking for support. Breasts rubbed against his legs, his body,
never a face looking up toward him. And when he came in a long push
and in her mouth no less, she stretched herself out and climbed
back to her side, her left side. Didn’t say a word.

Occasionally in the darkness she
mounted him, her feet firmly planted on either side of his hips and
he felt the slap of her bottom rhythmically hitting each thigh. He
loved that feeling, and it made him want to touch her body. Feel
his way around in the blackness, but he knew. This was her show.
Better to just leave it alone.

Anyway, he thought, his eyes
refocusing on the back of her cotton nightgown, his mind coming
back to the present, not now. Nope.

He swung his legs around to his side
of the bed and gave the old four poster bed a bounce as he pushed
off. He knew that would get under her skin too.

Why do I do stupid shit like that? Who
knows, who cares.

He walked over to the pair of shorts
he’d left on the rocking chair and slid them on, careful to tuck
everything inside.

Once he’d been in a hurry and the
smallest amounts of skin got nipped by the zipper. That’s all,
nipped. He did a high-stepping’ two step all around the bedroom
with his eyes shut so tight he could see white light. That time,
Mary Elizabeth stared at him.

The air felt a little warm already. It
was mid-June. The floor was a little cool under his feet, but
Charlie could tell. Another muggy Saturday and a yard to mow, oooh,
boy. Matthew met him in the hallway his hair was sticking out in
the back and he was wearing just his underwear. Some cartoon
warrior snarling on the seat of them surround by gold glitter. All
of his underwear was like that. Mary Elizabeth refused to buy him
white shorts.

“Crockadoodleboo, Daddy.
Crockadoodledoooooo,” he chirped. Charlie bent down and swooped him
up, flopped him over his shoulder and rode him down the stairs with
Matthew squealing the whole way. He put him down squarely on his
feet, waiting till Matthew steadied before he let go and then
stamped one foot like he was about to run.

Matthew took off for the kitchen
yelling, “Rotten egg, rotten egg. I win, I win.” Charlie picked up
his pace so that it looked like he was at least trying to compete.
Matthew ran and got his little brown, wooden chair out of the
corner of the kitchen and pulled it up to the counter, banging it
against the cabinets.

“Get the eggs Daddy. I want eggs. I
get to crack ’em, right? I get to crack ‘em,” he said, climbing up
and leaning his belly on the counter. Charlie got the carton out of
the refrigerator and pulled four eggs out of the carton, resting
everything out of reach of Matthew.

“Just one at a time, now. No, no,
don’t reach. I’ll hand them to you. Try one hand this time. Little
taps. Little taps. That’s pretty good. Look the yolk stayed
together. Nice job,” said Charlie, reaching back to get another
egg, and take the shell out of Matthew’s hand before he squeezed it
between his fingers. Charlie knew that getting Matthew to eat eggs
later would be harder than getting him to make them, but he didn’t
care. The boy wouldn’t let himself starve and besides, look how
happy he is and he’s just cracking an egg

He thought through it like he was
having an argument with Mary Elizabeth. If he’s not going to eat
them why make them, she would say. And four? So many?

I’ll eat some of them, he would mutter
back. Don’t worry about it. And Matthew’ll eat some.

Matthew discovered a piece of shell in
the bowl and was swimming it around on the edge of his finger.
Charlie game him the next egg and tried to make a mental note to
fish it out before they scrambled them. By the time they were done
Matthew had smeared most of the egg white across his face and
Charlie could no longer see the bit of shell. Oh well, he thought.
It wasn’t that big of a piece.

Matthew chattered away amiably about
the book they’d read together last night about a boy who’d found a
balloon and flown away with it, and about some other child who had
pushed him or poked him. Once in a while he let out a snarl and a
murderous yell, before continuing happily on a different topic.
Charlie listened to most of it but had to admit he tuned a lot of
it out. Sometimes Matthew would even call to him by his first name
to jog him out of his trance. Smart kid.

Matthew was not allowed around any of
the hot parts of making breakfast so he waited in his chair at the
table while Charlie finished the rest. The seat of his chair was
draped in an old blue towel in case he spilled anything. Mary
Elizabeth’s idea. He sat on his knees, giving Charlie orders about
just how long to let the eggs cook and how about toast with butter.
Charlie put the bowl of eggs down in front of Matthew and turned to
get him a spoon.

“A life Daddy. I want a life. A good
one this time.”

Charlie smiled to himself and pulled
out the little yellow knife with a sailboat on it, and handed it to
Matthew. “No this is wiggily life. I want the life that doesn’t
wiggle.”

It was the only word he couldn’t quite
pronounce. He never had any trouble with any other words. Not even
two or three syllable ones. Mary Elizabeth tried to get him to say
it right, showing him where to put his tongue but the word only
came out, “Nithe, nithe.” After awhile, she gave up and Matthew
went back to life.

When guests were over for dinner,
Charlie hesitated giving someone their knife just to get Matthew to
yell out “You need a life,” or “Get him a life.” The guest would
look up embarrassed, his face in wonderment as if he or she were
saying, “How’d he know?” Mary Elizabeth would harrumph, and Charlie
would grab the knife out of the drawer, explaining as he handed it
over. Only one old lady, an aunt maybe of Mary Elizabeth’s had
minded. Or was it her mother, Rose.

The bell went off on the toaster oven,
and Charlie reached in to pull the bread out. Too hot. He dropped a
piece into Matthew’s bowl and slid the tub of butter toward him.
Matthew dug his knife straight down into the tub, cutting a hunk
out. Half of it he spread all over the bread, the other half he ate
in one bite.

“Mmmmmm, I like it.”

………………..






Mary Elizabeth was still in bed. So he
was awake she thought. Did he do it on purpose? Feeling him bound
out of bed and jolting the mattress only compounded her anger and
added hurt feelings to them. He had gotten up, stuck something on
and walked right out of the room. No, excuse me. No, I’m sorry. Now
she was wide awake and mad. Might as well get up and get
going.

She pushed off from the side and felt
her long white nightgown fall down in place around her ankles. She
walked the few steps to the window and looked out to the sidewalk
in front of the house. It was still early morning and the grass was
wet. From where she stood she could see most of the houses across
the street.

Directly across was a house with empty
fish tanks piled up by the side door and Mary Elizabeth could see
other tanks inside each of the downstairs windows. All night long
there was always a dim, green glow. She could still see a little of
the glow in the early morning light and looked for signs of the
young man who lived there. Was he up yet?

The house right next to it was owned
by upscale, artsy people who had painted the house bright yellow
with a red door. They had only lived there a few months. Mary
Elizabeth used it as a landmark when giving people directions. All
quiet there too.

Her eyes scanned the rest of the
houses, looking for someone to watch. There was the old man’s house
with the lawnmowers and appliances piled high in the backyard. The
house on the far corner where it was rumored two men lived together
as a couple. Some of the husbands in the neighborhood always had to
yell something insulting as they drove by. Charlie wouldn’t do it,
thought Mary Elizabeth, unless he was with his friends.

All of the houses in the Rosewood
neighborhood looked pretty much the same. People either had the
quaint cottage style or the sturdy stucco, two-story kind, all
built about fifty years ago in the 1930’s by one developer.
Different colors, trees planted in different places, but that was
it.

The nickname for the neighborhood was
‘nearly dead or newlywed’ and the realtor who had shown it to them
had called it, her voice dropping when she said the two words, a
starter home. Well, Mary Elizabeth and Charlie started there as
newlyweds and were still there. They were living just across town
from where Mary Elizabeth had grown up.

Mary Elizabeth stood there letting her
head rest against the open sash, looking at people’s yards and
waiting for signs of life. Out of a door a few houses down waddled
a very large man with a scraggly beard. Steve something. She heard
one of the neighbors say he was a nurse but Mary Elizabeth couldn’t
picture it. Still, he did wear hospital greens everywhere or was
that because of his size.

Steve glanced up at Mary Elizabeth as
he was opening his car door and locked eyes with her for an
instant. She froze her expression, hoping to look casual and
quickly backed away from the window, walked over to the tall
dresser by the door and stared at all the knick-knacks on top of
it, trying to overcome the feeling she’d been caught at something.
He was the one looking in, she thought. She was only looking out.
How stupid.

Mary Elizabeth started clicking her
wedding band against a small shot glass on top of the dresser,
trying to get her thought to go away. The pewter shot glass was her
father’s before he died. She had asked her mother, Rose, for
something to keep of Daddy’s, something he used all the time and
Rose came back with this.

“Here take it,” Rose had said, with
her lips pulled back over her teeth. “This was him.”

Mary Elizabeth didn’t miss the dig but
she didn’t care. Rose was right, this was him and feeling it,
staring into its small reflection made her feel a connection to the
past. Pulled her back into other memories. Stop it, Mary Elizabeth.
Go downstairs. Move.

Her feet fell heavy on the stairs and
her back still hurt. She walked into the kitchen and four eyes
immediately started staring at her. Matthew may look like me but
somewhere in there he has his father’s genes, she thought. God, I’d
get a dog, but knowing my luck, he’d stare too. She tried to ignore
the scrutiny and looked beyond Matthew to see what he was doing.
Well, at least he was eating the eggs. What’s that hole in the
middle of the tub of butter? And what’s that shine on his
cheeks?

“Do you have a cold, honey?” she said
to him

He grinned at her like he didn’t have
any idea what she was saying, or care. Lord, did he go to bed that
way? Was Charlie going to let him eat with all that mess across his
face?

She got a damp paper towel and dabbed
it at each of the little boy’s cheeks. Matthew squirmed and puffed
his cheeks in and out, trying to make a game out of it. Charlie
stared at her hand as she wiped and went back to eating only when
she quit.

“I’ve got a life now, momma, I’ve got
a life,” Matthew sang. Knife, Mary Elizabeth muttered to herself.
It’s a knife. I gave you the life.

“Libby, I’m going to mow the lawn
first but I thought I might stop by the store for a little while. I
didn’t get to finish adding up last week’s receipts. Thought I
might take Matthew, okay with you?”

“Yeah, sure,” she said, trying to
sound pleasant. “Maybe we can all do something together when you
get back. Will you be late?”

“Nah, just a few hours. Yeah, maybe,
after Mattie’s nap,” he said and chucked Matthew under his chin.
Matthew sulked for a moment but went back to grinning and tried to
reach across his plate to chuck his father back.

Mary Elizabeth watched them but was
thinking about that nickname. God, why does he do that? I hate that
name. It’s not mine. I’ve asked him. Not Libby, please not Libby.
But he couldn’t see why, so he kept right on doing it. Childish
name.



Chapter Two






Charlie had to park a block away from the store and carry
Matthew on his shoulders down the block. Matthew was pretending he
was a cowboy and Charlie was a horse and he was moving his bottom
up and down with a thud while trying to watch himself in each
storefront window they passed by. There were a lot of shoppers out
today. Just barely past ten and parking’s almost gone, thought
Charlie.

All the storefronts faced out toward
the street with big glass fronts and sample wares in the window.
The only customer parking was at the curb in front. Directly behind
the stores on one side of the street were older homes, oldest in
the county and there was an unspoken agreement that no shoppers
parked back there. On the other side was a long, steep hill that
ended in a high bluff where generations of teenagers parked their
cars and sat on the hoods to smoke, or drink, or whatever, late at
night.

Charlie tried to get Mary Elizabeth up
there a few times back when they were dating but she had always
said there wasn’t enough privacy.

This part of town was the old business
district, and was all that existed when Mary Elizabeth and Charlie
were growing up. Now, of course, there were strip malls scattered
everywhere surrounded by brand new subdivisions with silly names
like Reindeer Park, where all the streets were named after Santa’s
herd. Charlie hated all that, too phony, and three years ago when
the old man who owned a shoe store down here, one shop in from the
corner, dropped hints to Charlie that he was looking to retire but
needed to find the right man to take over, Charlie dropped the
wingtips he was looking at and asked the man for
details.

He kept the old name, Mortimer’s, but
changed the display in the front window to two-tone platform shows
and pointy white, patent leather men’s shoes that dangled on the
ends of fishing wire.

Douglas was in today. He was in the
back helping some guy try on steel tipped boots. Douglas came with
the store too. He started out with Mortimer’s as a kid and had been
there for almost thirty years now. The old man made Charlie agree
to keep Douglas on as his assistant in exchange for a better price
on all of the remaining stock. Mortimer whispered to Charlie that
he didn’t dare offer the store to Douglas because a lot of folks
around here wouldn’t buy shoes from a colored man. Charlie didn’t
care. He would have kept him on anyway. Douglas was nice enough,
kept to himself for the most part.

He didn’t know if Douglas had even
made an offer.

Matthew got a pair of ladies shoes
down from a shelf and tried to walk in them to Douglas, chatting
the whole way. Douglas was picking up the boots the man didn’t
want, putting them back in their boxes, and looked over Matthew’s
way every minute or so saying, “Is that right? Is that
right?”

Matthew nodded vigorously and went on
about, “my friend Paulie did this, and Stewart’s momma said
that.”

“Is that right?”

Charlie watched the two of them. How
did Matthew do that? He never cared who he was talking to, he would
just talk. Same way with everybody. Chirp, chirp, chirp. Charlie
and Douglas sometimes talked about a game that had been on
television the night before, or mentioned some bit of gossip about
a neighboring store but never anything personal.

The customer Douglas had been waiting
on came up to the counter with the pair of boots and tugged at his
jeans to pull out the wads of money tucked in the front pockets.
Dirty blonde hair, must be about forty, thought Charlie. Rough
looking. The man gathered his new boots in the box and left without
waiting for the receipt or a bag, letting the door slam shut behind
him.

“Construction worker from that new
site out on Route 440. Takes all kinds,” said Douglas, his mouth
drawn into a sour pucker.

………………..






Mary Elizabeth decided to catch the
late morning bus down to the store and see if Charlie and Matthew
might like to go for a swim in the river. The thought had occurred
to her right after they drove out of sight and she waited a few
minutes to make sure they weren’t going to come back for some
forgotten item before she resigned herself and packed everything
into a big bag to carry on the bus.

They couldn’t have been here long, she
thought, stepping off the bus. It’s what, maybe a quarter till
eleven? Mary Elizabeth walked with her head down feeling the weight
of the bag while she tried to think about something else. She saw a
man coming out of the store and stepped forward, thinking he would
hold the door for her. He looked straight at her as he let go and
let it slam at his back.

He smiled and she looked into a row of
stained teeth before he strode past her, leaving her with a scent
of old cigarettes.

Do I know him? God, he looked
familiar, thought Mary Elizabeth, as a small piece of her
enthusiasm for swimming fell away.

Mary Elizabeth tried to tap with her
watch on the window of the shop to get Charlie’s attention. What is
he staring at now? Douglas and Matthew? What has Matthew got
on?

“Charlie! Charlie! This is heavy! Open
the door, will you?” Charlie jumped from behind the counter and
pulled the door open.

“Mary Elizabeth. Is something the
matter?”

“No, Charlie, no,” said Mary
Elizabeth, sighing. “I just thought, well, that maybe we could all
go swimming. Leave straight from here. I brought everything with
me.” Charlie noticed the bag and the way Mary Elizabeth was
shifting it from hip to hip and took it from her to rest it on the
counter.

“Uh, sure, sure. Hey Matthew, want to
go for a swim?”

Matthew tripped trying to get out of
the ladies shoes, came down on all fours, picking himself up and
came barreling at Charlie. He stood on one of Charlie’s feet and
wrapped both arms around his leg.

“Okay, go now? Do we go now? Does
Douglas come? Want to come, Douglas?”

Charlie felt embarrassed and a little
annoyed with Matthew.

“No honey, somebody’s got to watch the
store. We have to keep it open.” Charlie kept his eyes trained on
Matthew’s face. That sounded reasonable, didn’t it? Douglas quietly
excused himself from the group, took the rolling, three-step ladder
and began putting boxes on one of the higher shelves. Well, best to
leave it alone, thought Charlie.

“Did you finish the receipts?” asked
Mary Elizabeth, as they passed through the door.

“No, no, but that’s okay. It can keep
till later. I have a general idea. Do you want to walk or take the
car?”

“Walk, you carry the bag. Come on,
Matthew, stay with us.”

The river ran down behind the county
almost on the line as if the founding fathers had drawn the map
with that in mind. It was about a quarter of a mile back behind the
old neighborhood, Mary Elizabeth’s old neighborhood and was calm
with stretches that were deep and stayed cool even after a spell of
hot weather.

The walk was almost in a straight line
down a paved road and sloped down slightly toward the river.
Matthew darted back and forth across the street looking in sewer
openings, pulling dandelion weeds and blowing on the seeds, and
pushing on any young saplings he could find.

“Stop that, Matthew. Do you want them
to break? Stop it. Come hold my hand if you can’t behave,” said
Mary Elizabeth. She looked back toward the river and felt Charlie’s
stare.

Well, it was a tree for God’s sake,
she thought. Have to keep things in order.

They headed down Azalea Road to the
end and the little stretch of beach where they could leave their
things. Charlie dropped the bag and fished through it for his and
Matthew’s bathing suits.

“Come here, Matthew, let’s change
under here,” he said, pointing toward the little pier someone had
built behind their house.

Matthew and Charlie changed while Mary
Elizabeth sat on the sand with the bag. The pier was really the
only decent place to change. She looked over at the clump of thin
bushes and tried to imagine what might show through if she used
those.

The gnats started to flit around Mary
Elizabeth’s face, a couple flew up her nose making her snort hard
to try to get them back out again. The heat started to bother her,
sitting in the sand with the sun coming right down on her
head.

Matthew and Charlie still hadn’t
appeared from underneath the pier but the sound of their voices
carried out to Mary Elizabeth.

“That’s a pretty one. Help me get my
foot in here. Here, put your hand on my arm while I hold them open.
Do you need the string tied? Can I make a pile of these right here
to save?”

Mary Elizabeth was tired of waiting
and took her suit between the clump of bushes to change. She put
her back to the pier and the street and started to take off her
shorts and underwear. She reached for the bathing suit hanging on
one of the branches and snagged it, gave it a tug and let go. It
fell loose and she bent over to pick it up, shook it and turned it
around to put a foot in, pulling it up to her waist. She pulled her
shirt off and unsnapped her bra, slipping the straps of the suit
over her shoulders, before giving a tug around each of the legs to
pull it back down over her bottom.

Charlie came out from under the pier
holding the clothes and spotted the white moon of Mary Elizabeth in
the bushes bending over to pick something up. Matthew had raced
ahead to the water and was standing ankle-deep, marching in an
imaginary parade along the edge, his knees bending high in the
air.

Charlie stared at his wife’s bottom as
she struggled to push it into last year’s bathing suit. The view of
her body struck him as beautiful. Not beauty magazine beautiful but
rounded in places and firm. Something good to hold on to in the
middle of the night.

He watched her lift her shirt over her
head and flip her hair back and felt a sadness that spread through
him. He didn’t really know this woman and he couldn’t bring himself
to try harder or to hate her.

Mary Elizabeth turned around and
spotted Charlie staring. She quickly grabbed her clothes, shaking
the bushes and walked over to the bag to put them down. Charlie’s
eyes kept following her and he waited until she had headed for the
water before he turned and walked in, feeling the cold chill
against his skin, letting his eyes wander out to the far
distance.

They stayed at the river till late
afternoon till Matthew started to turn cranky. He was hot and tired
and Charlie ended up carrying him back to the car, his head resting
on Charlie’s shoulder, still in his wet suit. Mary Elizabeth
carried the bag and followed slowly a few paces behind. At the car
she changed Matthew back into his underwear on the back seat of the
car and put him in the front with the seat pushed back so he could
drop off to sleep. Her hands worked easily, she had done it so many
times. Taken care of Matthew, taken care of Charlie. It was her
job. She did it without thinking, without feeling. That made it
easier to ignore the voice in her head that sounded like a sassy
child.

Your fault, Mary Elizabeth, your
fault. Careless, careless. Mary Elizabeth slammed the door shut,
almost waking Matthew.

They saw Douglas through the window of
the shop on the way back to the car and Mary Elizabeth waved and
smiled at him. He gave a nod and went back to waiting on someone.
Mary Elizabeth was restless for the rest of the day.

The night was a full moon and Charlie
woke to the tugging of Mary Elizabeth. His body responded and she
wasted no time in climbing on top of him. She was pushing hard and
fast against him, almost hurting him. Charlie could see her
reflection and stared at her face, her eyes shut tight, her teeth
grinding. Her face was dark and wet from exertion. As he came close
to climaxing he tried hard to keep his eyes on her face. He wanted
to see her face.

She dropped to her knees and hooked
her hands underneath his shoulders burying her head into his neck.
He felt himself let go.

I wanted to see her face.

The next day, Charlie could still feel
where Mary Elizabeth had pounded away on his body. He sat at the
kitchen table with Matthew, his eyes shut, trying to
remember.

Mary Elizabeth sat with her chair
pushed back and pulled the morning paper up near her face to read.
Front page, above the fold there was an article about a body found
yesterday up on the bluff. A young girl was sexually abused it
said, and then slowly murdered. The coroner said he could tell by
the marks on her arms and legs and other evidence found at the
scene.

She was a local girl about fourteen
and had not been reported missing until early the next morning. The
coroner estimated that death had occurred at around seven or eight
the night before just as everyone was just finishing supper. The
victim was last seen at a strip mall hanging out and had left the
kids she was with to go look into a dress shop. No one saw her
leave, which made the police speculated she knew the
person.

There were signs of a car but it was
the bluff. There had to be signs of a hundred cars. The police said
she must have put up quite a fight. The obituary and funeral
arrangements were on the next page.

Mary Elizabeth read the article at
least three times and felt a throbbing in her head as she tried to
go over every line again. It was stupid to get that upset. She
didn’t know the girl to speak to her and what had happened to Mary
Elizabeth at the bluff didn’t begin to compare. It had been almost
twenty years ago and really what had happened?

Something bad was bound to happen
eventually up there. All those kids and no one looking after them.
Mary Elizabeth felt sick and put the paper down. There were those
eyes staring back at her.

“I’m sorry, I don’t feel well,” she
said, getting up and heading for the hallway.

“Does your tummy hurt,
Momma?”

“Yes, sweetie, but I’ll be okay,” she
said, glancing back at Matthew. “I’m just going to go lie
down.”

“Here’s Bunny, hold him tight, you’ll
feel better.”

Mary Elizabeth hesitated but went back
and took the bunny by the arm and squeezed it close to her chest.
Matthew smiled up at her, happy that he helped.

She went up the stairs and into the
only bathroom to sit on the tile floor, just in case. Her knees
were pulled up and Bunny was in her lap waiting to see if she might
really get sick but the feeling passed. She put her forehead down
on her knees and great sobs rolled up from her throat. She could
feel the pressure on her neck, her wrists again and taste the salty
flesh in her mouth.

I’m in control, I’m in control. The
words rolled around in her head in an endless loop.

I have given so much to you, she
thought, giving the memories a life of their own. Why the hell are
you always so damn close to me, ready to come pounding in at a
moment’s notice?

Bunny’s face was pressed against her
mouth and she moaned into his soft fur. She stayed that way for
minutes and when it was over she felt nothing. Years of practice
had made her more efficient at getting back to where she could feel
numb. The problem was the joy always slid away with the pain. There
was no way to split the two in half and keep parts for herself.
Cafeteria style living, she thought. Turn down the overdone peas
and take two desserts.

So hard not to let everything slip
under but it did. She let out a deep shudder left over from the
crying and stared at her limp hands in her lap, her mind caught on
thoughts of Charlie and Matthew. Hard to feel anything, wife,
mother. It’s a role I’m standing in for, she thought. Most of the
time when I’m looking at them, I’m thinking of the next chore, next
thing on the list that needs to get done.

Occasionally, if distracted, a longing
came over her, a need to squeeze Matthew and feel the outline of
his ribs under her fingers but it never lasted. Other thoughts
barged in, holding hands with the pleasant moments. She would turn,
never having reached out for Matthew and go back to what she was
doing, carefully folding towels, stacking dishes, keeping things
straight, feeling nothing. Keeping control.

The sunlight coming in the window
shifted before Mary Elizabeth finally thought to get up and go lie
down on her bed. She lay flat on her back, closed her eyes and fell
asleep until dinner.

………………..






Charlie heard something through the
ceiling, too faint for Matthew but he thought he knew what it was.
Why was she doing that? Was it the paper? He looked at the front
page and saw nothing unusual except for the murder but they didn’t
know the girl and they certainly never went near the
bluff.

Was it last night? He waited until
after lunch and when he put Matthew down for his nap he looked in
on Mary Elizabeth to see if she was sleeping. She was in the middle
of the bed snoring softly with her arms out to the sides, her
fingers hanging over.

God, it had sounded like a dog
moaning. What did that to her?

Mary Elizabeth and Charlie had stopped
talking to each other about anything that mattered a long time ago.
He turned to go back downstairs to read. Better just leave it
alone.






………………..

The man sat in his room, stripped to
his waist and sweating through his pants with a dark stain growing
everywhere there was contact between his skin and the cloth. The
pressure in his head had eased. The sharp crackling and flashes of
light were quiet. He could rest again. The dance had felt good and
his partner was so sweet but he needed to be careful. He wanted to
take his time and have an opportunity to enjoy this place. He
didn’t want to have to leave and miss so much. So many new friends
to make.



Chapter Three






By
the time the night rolled around Mary Elizabeth had gotten up for
dinner in a haze and eaten something. What was it, a casserole from
the freezer? The taste of beans was still in her mouth. She made
some excuse about not feeling well after dinner and wandered back
upstairs leaving Matthew to Charlie. Lying in bed she couldn’t
sleep and after watching the small clock by the bed for awhile she
got up and pulled the old rocker closer to the window. She sat down
and pushed with the balls of her feet to get it rocking. The wicker
seat pressed into the back of her thighs each time the seat dipped
back.

It was just this morning, Sunday
morning, but felt like it had to be longer. She remembered picking
up the paper, looking for something to do. She was only intending
to glance at the front page before she moved on to the comics when
the article caught her eye. Not too many murders happened in Boothe
County and she knew who everyone was, at least could place what
family they were in. But it was the bluff.

Mary Elizabeth leaned forward resting
her arms on the window sill and looked out to the neighbors’ yards.
It was early evening and the sky was only starting to change. The
young man across the street where the green glow came from was just
pulling up in front of his house and was taking his steps two at a
time. He had lived there for a few years but Mary Elizabeth had
only spoken with him once or twice. Matthew was a small baby and
the man had lectured her about the virtues of breastfeeding like he
had some personal experience.

It was annoying to Mary Elizabeth that
he was so sure about his opinions. He wasn’t having a conversation
with her, he was delivering a lecture, she thought. She wouldn’t
have known what to say, so it was probably for the best. Oh yes, I
enjoy breastfeeding. So much less trouble?

She gave little nods of the head the
whole time he was talking and when he seemed to be winding down she
excused herself, something about dinner and walked back over to her
house. Sometimes when she took Matthew for a walk she heard him
saying a woman’s name, calling out in a coo and from where she
stood on the sidewalk she could see him doubled over, cooing near
the floor.

She wondered who the woman was and
kept watch for awhile from her window. She saw several women come
and go but could never figure out which one would crawl around on
the floor.

Mary Elizabeth watched him take the
last step with a hop and grab the screen door as he jumped over the
doorway into the house. The green lights clicked on from inside the
house and she could see him moving around, straightening his
place.

Out of his door, two houses down, came
Steve wearing hospital greens and heading for his car. He drove an
old green Toyota that made him look hunched over when he was in it
with his chest near the wheel.

She liked sitting at the window
watching everybody move around without demanding some response from
her.

Mary Elizabeth leaned out further and
looked into the junkman’s yard next door to Steve. It was filled to
capacity lately. A lot of broken down washers, a dryer with a
broken door that hung open and a row of late model lawnmowers. Most
of the neighbors complained among themselves about his yard but
that was as far as it went. Mary Elizabeth liked him. He never
tried to ask her questions. He talked about a small engine that
needed repairs or what the people looked like who once owned it but
he didn’t pry.

She rested her head on her folded arms
and felt tired again. She leaned back into the rocking chair and
stared up at the ceiling. Would these thoughts ever go
away?

She nervously rubbed her fingers round
her wrist, over and over again. Images of kicking, begging, her
mind working faster than she knew it was capable of doing. Split
decisions. God, what had happened?

“Gertie, where are you now?” Mary
Elizabeth said softly into the closing darkness.

She had been Mary Elizabeth’s best
friend when they were children, since the first grade. They were
inseparable and nothing alike. Mary Elizabeth was daring, plunged
head first into anything. Gertie was always trying to pull her
back, think things over, maybe they shouldn’t go.

Gertie Walker’s family was the only
black family on Mary Elizabeth’s street when she was growing up on
Juniper Drive. There were three generations of Walker’s living in
the house at the time, living life to the loudest. Mary Elizabeth
loved it, craved it and had tried to absorb it.

Rose was always reprimanding her for
staying over there so long.

“Why do you insist on being with
colored people so much?” she demanded. “People are going to call
you things. Things that’ll stick.”

Mary Elizabeth ignored her. It was the
way she dealt with her mother.

Mary Elizabeth was the one who said,
“Let’s go,” that day, as usual. School was out and they were
hanging out, acting cool. The offer was simple. She made faces at
Gertie for holding back, standing still on the curb. Mary Elizabeth
had flung herself into the car and watched Gertie from the rear
window, her thin figure getting smaller, cursing her for not seeing
the game in it all.

The game had ended miserably in a
twisted tie. But she’d gotten away with her life after all, that’s
what she’d told herself over the years. She’d gotten away with her
life, so there was no point telling anyone, except
Gertie.

Gertie saw her, saw her and knew,
guessed most of it. After that Mary Elizabeth became the follower,
the watcher but eventually they drifted apart. It was too painful
seeing Gertie. No one had to say anything; it was always there,
like a spector.

I’m in control, I’m in control. The
words swirled in her head. She let the rocker fall forward and
shielded her eyes with her arms, willing the pictures
away.

She didn’t sleep well that night. Too
many dreams that bordered on nightmares. Two o’clock, three,
four-fifteen. She woke up and looked at the clock again. Charlie
slept soundlessly next to her. At five she heard the thud of the
newspaper hitting the porch and eased herself out of bed to go
downstairs and get it.

She grabbed the paper and headed back
to the kitchen to take it apart and look for news. There was a
smaller article on the bottom of the front page but it was only a
rehash of Sunday’s article. It mentioned that the authorities had
some leads and were asking anyone with any information to please
give them a call. Not necessary to leave your name. Mary Elizabeth
folded the paper back together, putting the rubber band back around
it and put it at Charlie’s place.

She picked up a small trowel in the
kitchen window, opening the back door and stepping out into the
yard. She crossed the grass and knelt at the small garden she had
only half-heartedly been starting and pulled the bottom of her
nightgown up between her knees to keep it from getting
damp.

The dirt in the garden needed to be
turned over before anything could be planted. Mary Elizabeth pushed
hard with her wrist to dig the point of the trowel deep into the
ground. The garden stretched out for a couple of yards in either
direction. She crawled on her knees clutching the ball of cloth
between her legs to reach the middle sections.

The dirt was moist and full of small
bugs and worms. She had finished half of the garden when she
started to feel the heat on her back. The sun was rising and other
people were starting to get up and get ready for work. The dirt was
pushed under each of her fingernails and small pieces of dirt hung
from each kneecap. Mary Elizabeth brushed off each knee, stood and
stretched as she let the nightgown fall into place. She walked to
the spigot by the backdoor and turned on the faucet. The water was
so cold it made her feet ache as she washed them off and splashed
water onto her legs.

The pattern quickly became a ritual
for Mary Elizabeth. Every morning, for days, she heard the paper
hit the porch and she pulled herself out of bed to search. They
gave small pieces of information that the killer had to be strong,
they had found a single cigarette butt, a popular brand. But there
was more about the girl and what a loss it was going to be for the
community. A popular girl, ran track and made average grades, very
close to her father. The family was doing their best to go on,
hoping the killer would be caught and punished.

Every time, Mary Elizabeth refolded
the paper and left it for Charlie before heading out to the garden.
It took her a few days to finish tilling all of the ground and she
was just starting to plant the little tomato seedlings in rows on
the outside of the garden.

Her dreams at night were mixed up and
filled with images of herself and Gertie and others as children,
and then Charlie staring at them all from a distance. Each image
passed with a flicker of light, like there was a short somewhere in
the line.

Mary Elizabeth wakened early one night
from a dream. The beating of her heart wouldn’t let her go back to
sleep. She left the bed early that night and waited on the stairs
in the darkness for the sound of the paper. The hard wooden step
near the bottom made the back of her legs fall asleep as she waited
for her eyes to adjust, wondering if maybe there was going to be a
reprieve from the past. If she was getting a chance.

She knew a choice was being made for
her. She wondered if she was going crazy.

………………..






“Shit. Shit. Shit,” he said out loud
to an empty room. He pressed the palms of his hands up against his
forehead. He was sweating hard. The noise was demanding,
screeching. Do it now. Do it now. It was making it hard for him to
sleep, much less look calm, normal. He would need to if he was
going to get anyone to come close, sit next to him. “Goddammit!” he
shouted.

………………..






Charlie felt the bed move some
mornings and heard her creep down the stairs. One morning he heard
a loud, scraping noise from the backyard and jumped up to look out
the window. Mary Elizabeth was bent over in the garden with
something in her hand and was tossing a large rock behind her. She
was still wearing her nightgown pulled up over her knees, digging
away at the ground. He stood there and stared at her working until
Matthew called out to him from his room and Charlie went to comfort
him from a bad dream.

Charlie noticed she had grown quieter
than usual and he found himself looking for her in the house,
watching her. He would have followed her throughout the house if he
thought she would let him.

At the store he’d be busy trying to
fit a woman’s stubby toes into the front of a shoe and the image of
Mary Elizabeth crouched in the backyard would pile into his
mind.

“What’s that, ma’am? Oh yeah, does it
fit?”

She hadn’t come near him in the
darkness since the night she’d ridden him with fury and the few
times he watched her in the garden he felt something inside of her
was moving and he was being left behind.

Charlie started to find more reasons
to stay at the store. Shelves needed to be restocked, receipts
added up, one last customer. Mary Elizabeth made mild protests but
she said alright and stopped including him in dinner. He made a
point to be home before Matthew went to bed and would grab him from
whatever he was doing to take him out into the backyard. The two of
them chased fireflies or lay on their backs and looked at the
sky.

It was a Thursday. A couple of weeks
after Mary Elizabeth’s crying jag that Sunday morning. He came home
right before twilight, one more day to go until the weekend.
Matthew met him at the door in his underwear holding the big red
playground ball, and the two of them walked straight through the
kitchen and out the back door. Charlie threw his jacket and tie on
the back step and picked up the ball to throw it. Matthew slapped
at it with his hands and ran off to retrieve it, kicking it back to
Charlie.

“Do it again, Daddy. Only this time do
it higher, higher. Oooooh, yeah, good one, Daddy, I’ll get
it.”

The sun set and they played out in the
darkness with a small light coming from the back door. Matthew
looked like a streak of white hair and skin darting around with
small points of light from the fireflies dancing around
him.

It was close to nine when it got dark
and Charlie chased Matthew toward the house and into the kitchen.
He set Matthew on the counter and let him put his feet in the sink
to rinse off the dirt and grass clippings. Matthew swung his legs
wildly, making the water spray all over both of them and grinned at
Charlie. Charlie grinned back and slapped his hands on the bottom
of the sink.

Matthew rode up the stairs on
Charlie’s back, hooking his fingers together around Charlie’s neck.
Charlie slid him off his back onto the little bed where he landed
with a bounce, rolling over to look for a book, all in one
motion.

He hunted through the piles on the
shelf above his bed and pulled out the book about the spooky pants
with nobody inside them.

“This one, again?”

“Yeah, this one. Read it.”

“You can practically read this one,
yourself.”

“Okay.”

Matthew opened the book and started
telling the story from the pictures adding ghostly noises whenever
the pants appeared.

“Now you read, Daddy, now
you.”

Charlie lay down beside him and folded
the little pillow under his head. Every so often Matthew would make
him repeat a favorite line, over and over again. Charlie got to the
last line and Matthew slammed the book shut in Charlie’s hands
catching a finger.

“Oooh, sorry. Let me kiss your
boo-boo, Daddy.”

Matthew leaned over and spit a little
on Charlie’s finger before pressing his lips against it.

“Daddy.”

“Yeah, Matthew.”

“Is everybody happy here?” Charlie
turned his head so he could see Matthew.

“Happy where, Matthew?”

“Here where I live. Is everybody
happy?”

“Sure, why do you ask? Are you
happy?”

“Yeah, I am.” Matthew suddenly sat
himself up and started to slap Charlie’s belly with his open hand.
“Ow, quit it, Matthew that stings.”

“Okay, sorry,” he said, turning toward
the wall. “Night, night Daddy.”

“Night, night.”

“You’re my best friend. Don’t let the
bug bites get you.”

“Mine too, Mattie, I love
you.”

Mary Elizabeth was sitting at the top
of the steps when he came out of the room. He stared at her as she
walked downstairs and around the corner into the
kitchen.

He followed her, walking down the
hallway after her. Mary Elizabeth stood at the open back door, her
back to Charlie.

“You were listening?” She shrugged one
shoulder without turning around. “I want, I need to talk to you,”
he said.

She didn’t move and Charlie felt his
throat start to ache. “I love you, Mary Elizabeth, I always have. I
still remember all the good times. I haven’t forgotten.” Charlie
felt himself taking breaths and he started to talk faster, worried
that he’d run out of air before he said it.

“But right now I’m not very happy. I
could take it before when it was just us going through the motions.
But something’s changed.”

Charlie crossed the room in a lunge to
grab at Mary Elizabeth’s arm but she pushed her way out the screen
door and his hand swung around, hitting the door with his knuckles.
She walked out to the grass, taking large steps with her arms
pressed at her side. He followed behind her and caught up to her in
the center of the yard, pulled at her arm and turned her
around.

The two of them were lit by the motion
light hanging on the side of the garage and he could see the side
of her head, her face turned and hidden in the shadows.

“What, were you just going to keep
walking until you got to the fence? And then what, crawl over it?”
Charlie wiped his face in frustration, felt the sweat breaking out.
Mary Elizabeth’s arm hung limp in his hand.

“I can’t let you hide from me anymore.
I want to know. What there is to know, I haven’t a clue but I want
to know something. God, Mary Elizabeth, you sleep very little, you
spend most of the night out here digging in the garden.”

Mary Elizabeth’s face turned toward
Charlie’s and for a moment she looked into his eyes and turned away
again.

“I feel like if I don’t ask you, if
you don’t tell me something, then whatever this is, it’s going to
tear us apart. I have known you longer and better than anyone else
in your lifetime. You know that. You know that.”

His voice started to come out in jerks
and he sucked air in between his teeth to stop himself from
crying.

“Mary Elizabeth, please. I was the one
who held you when your father died. I listened to you tell me about
Rose. Mary Elizabeth, try to remember that part of these fourteen
years have been good, very good. I still remember things. Remember
when we went to the senior prom? I still know what you were
wearing.” She tried to pull away from his tight grasp around her
arm but he only held on tighter.

“It was strapless and silver and in
the light, to me, you were the most beautiful girl I had ever seen.
I was so afraid to touch you. When we danced you rested your head
on my shoulder and I could feel you breathing on my neck. I’ve
never forgotten that.”

He knew he was starting to ramble but
he was afraid if he stopped she’d walk away.

“What about Matthew, we waited so long
to have him? We tried so hard. I had given up on the idea, thought
it would just be the two of us and then there he was. I watched the
two of you sleeping together in the afternoons, he was so little.”
Charlie’s head started to feel like it was spinning. He dropped
Mary Elizabeth’s arm and backed away, his hands against his
face.

“I know somehow this is my fault.
Something I have done, haven’t done, I don’t know.” He walked
backward to the steps and sat down. He was too afraid to leave, to
take his eyes off of her or to go back in the house.

Mary Elizabeth didn’t move after he
let go of her. She hung her head and stood there motionless.
Charlie thinks this is his fault. He loves me and he thinks this is
his fault, she kept thinking, round and round, looking at the
ground.

“I can remember those things.” Mary
Elizabeth’s voice was so quiet. Charlie stared at her through the
darkness.

“I can remember those things,” she
whispered.

Her shoulders started to shake and she
made small snorts through her nose. Charlie came over to her and
hung his arms around her resting his chin on the top of her head.
Mary Elizabeth leaned into him and felt the stiff, cotton shirt
against her eyelids.

How do I tell you, Charlie? That I
feel envy when I hear you playing with Matthew. That it makes me
angry. How do I tell you?

Charlie pressed the sides of his
thumbs into Mary Elizabeth’s back, his knees locked, trying to
stand still. The neighbor in the yard facing theirs pulled back a
small piece of her curtain and looked out her kitchen window at
them. Charlie watched her bent over figure until the curtain
dropped back. He didn’t move.

Mary Elizabeth stirred and took a step
back out of his arms and turned her face up to him. Her eyes were
red and swollen and her nose was running. She sniffed and wiped the
rest on the back of her sleeve. With her other hand she reached up
toward Charlie and laid it against the side of his face and leaned
in to kiss him quietly on the lips.

Quickly, she stepped around him and
headed into the house. Charlie stared at her as she left and waited
until the light came on in their room before he moved to follow her
inside.

They both slept fitfully that night.
Mary Elizabeth pushed Charlie’s knee away from her a few times in
the dark. Charlie woke to find the covers twisted around his feet,
his body getting cold and heard Mary Elizabeth moan softly in her
sleep. He reached down to shake out the sheet and pull the blanket
back and felt Mary Elizabeth roll toward him. He turned around and
could see her eyes in the dark looking at him. He turned back and
snapped the covers, letting them fall back over both of their
bodies as he rested his head back onto the pillow. He felt for Mary
Elizabeth’s hand under the sheet and moved his fingers around hers.
She left her hand there for a moment and then pulled away, rolling
toward the wall. Charlie left his hand where it was and held on to
the side of the bed with the other.

He balled the hand closest to Mary
Elizabeth into a fist and pounded the bed between them, harder and
harder till the mattress shook. Mary Elizabeth’s body moved with
the rocking of the bed.

Charlie pounded trying to get a
reaction but she never changed positions. He got up and walked out
of the room almost in a run and he stopped when he got to the
hallway. He looked at the stairs, looked down the
hallway.

What do I want? God, what the hell is
wrong with me?

He walked down the hall toward
Matthew’s room and eased the door open. Matthew was sleeping
sideways on his bed, his feet sticking out from the side. Charlie
stared at him until he could make out Matthew’s face. He picked him
up in his arms to move him back across the bed, lay down beside him
and kissed Matthew’s head, watching him smile slowly in his
sleep.

He fell asleep there and was awakened
the next morning by Matthew rolling heavily over the top of him and
hitting the floor with a slap of bare feet.

“Daddy, did you miss me last night?
You slept with me the whole night.” Matthew grinned at Charlie,
clutching his bunny under one arm. He turned in a whirl to run out
the door and down the stairs.

Charlie moved slowly out of the bed,
his body aching from curling up to fit in the smaller bed and
followed Matthew down the stairs.

It took him longer than usual to get
ready for work and he arrived late to the shop.

When the call came Charlie was in the
back taking inventory. Douglas yelled from the counter that the
phone was for him. No, he couldn’t take a message. Charlie looked
at him as they passed in the narrow aisle, shoes up to the ceiling
on both sides and Douglas said, “Its Mary Elizabeth, she said to
get you.”

Charlie took wide steps to the phone
and picked it up. Old phone, heavy handle.

“Charlie, it’s me. I’m sorry. I need
to say something to you and I can’t say it to your face. I don’t
want it anymore, Charlie. I can’t take it. Can we not do it
anymore? Oh God, I’m sorry.”

“What? Mary Elizabeth,
what?”

“I just need time. A little space. I
don’t know. I don’t know anymore.”

“A little space? What are you
saying?”

Charlie was hissing into the phone. He
knew the conversation was carrying back to Douglas but he didn’t
care.

“Mary Elizabeth, what are you
saying?”

“I want you to move out, for awhile,”
her voice hesitated. “I want to be here alone with
Matthew.”

“Don’t you love me?” He said it
slowly, stretching out each word. He didn’t want to ask it at all,
afraid of the answer.

“I think so, I mean, I think I love
you. Please, don’t. I don’t have answers right now. I just can’t do
this anymore. Can you get your things? I mean, some of them. I
don’t mean this is forever. I don’t know how long. I’m sorry.” She
hung up. He hadn’t had a chance to answer but what would he have
said? Sorry about what, dear?

He went home early before closing
time, leaving Douglas to close up the shop and found Matthew out
back digging for worms. He sat down on the back step and asked the
small boy to come over and sit in his lap.

“Matthew, I’ve got to go back to the
store tonight. I don’t have time to play with you tonight but I’ll
be back tomorrow night. We’ll play with the ball then. Maybe get
out the horseshoes. I’m sorry. Sometimes Daddy’s have to work too
much.”

Matthew stared at Charlie’s face. No
expression. When Charlie finished Matthew got up, gave him a
squeeze around the neck and walked off toward the back
fence.

“Too many people want shoes, Daddy,”
he said, never turning around to look back at Charlie. He quietly
went back to his digging.

Charlie grabbed the small suitcase
from the hall closet and ran upstairs to throw some things inside
of it. He took a shirt, still on its hangar, and grabbed a few
ties. He looked out the window toward Matthew and saw Mary
Elizabeth trying to get him interested in the new yellow flowers on
the tomato plants. They were both bent over with their hands on
their knees looking closely at the buds. Charlie’s throat ached. He
walked out of the room, took the steps two at a time and ran out
the door.

Charlie went to a diner near the shop
and ate dinner, drank too much beer and waited until he was sure
Douglas would be gone. He parked the car in the alley behind the
store and let himself in through the back. There was an old cot in
the storage area that he used sometimes for naps on a slow day. He
hung his shirt on a nail nearby and threw the bag down next to the
cot. He sat on the edge of the cot, put his hands in his face and
cried until his brow hurt.



Chapter Four






Charlie got up early the next day to remove any signs that
he’d spent the night in the store. It was Saturday, one of their
busiest days and Douglas would be in by eight-thirty. He washed in
the sink in the bathroom and changed into the clean shirt and tie,
balling up the clothes from the day before. The tie was a gag gift
from Mary Elizabeth and Matthew last Father’s Day. It was in the
shape of a trout, the eyes and gill forming a point at the bottom
with the fin narrowing out until it reached the knot at his neck.
In his haste to leave the house he had grabbed it by mistake. He
gave the knot an extra jerk and walked out back to put the clothes
in his trunk.

He slammed the lid down hard and
walked on down the gravel alley to the diner in the next block. He
knew everybody in the kitchen and liked going in through the screen
door in the back. It was owned by two brothers, Harry and Jimmy and
served home cooking, breakfast all day.

Charlie pulled the screen door open by
the small metal handle and held the door with his hand so it
wouldn’t slam shut. He felt the smoke and grease from the kitchen
on the frame of the door and rubbed his hands on his pants, leaving
a smudge. Jimmy was standing over a large cast iron pot on the
stove slicing vegetables into it. He grunted a hello to
Charlie.

He was wearing a white v-neck t-shirt
and an apron tied around his waist and had already spilled a few
things down the front of both. Charlie stood with his hands in his
pockets, locking his knees, watching Jimmy rhythmically slice
celery.

“What is it? Soup?” asked Charlie,
trying to sound friendly.

Jimmy didn’t move his head but let his
eyes travel up toward Charlie.

“Yeah, vegetable. Today’s special.
What are you doing here this early? Never see you in here on a
Saturday morning.”

“Yeah, well, got an early start this
morning. Thought I’d get some coffee, maybe some grits.” Charlie
turned on his heel, his hands still in his pockets and walked with
his head down toward the front door of the restaurant. Can everyone
tell?

Charlie sat near the front window at
one of the small, wooden tables for two and nervously played with
the salt shaker. He flipped it back and forth between his fingers,
making it roll on the bottom edge of the shaker.

He could see people unlocking the
stores on the other side of the street, going in to pull up the
shades or reverse the sign in the front. Charlie stared at the hill
behind the stores rising steeply until it ended in the bluff at the
top. He had to lean a little to his right and duck his head down to
see all the way to the top. He was thinking about the murder,
trying to imagine why the girl was there and how she died, playing
the scene out in his head. What did the paper mean by slow
death?

“Spooky, isn’t it?”

The waitress startled Charlie and he
lost his grip on the salt shaker, spraying the waitress’ legs with
salt. He looked up at her embarrassed and tried to brush the rest
of the mess off of the table with the back of his hand until he
realized he was sending more onto her feet. She picked up each foot
and gave them a slight shake, putting her foot back down with a
crunch.

Charlie put his hands down flat on the
table, determined not to move anymore and talked with his face
turned toward the table.

“Yeah, pretty bad. Did you know her, I
mean, the girl? You two would be pretty close in age. Did you know
who she was?”

The girl looked mildly offended and
her voice took on a less friendly tone. “No, I’m about five or six
years older than the girl that was killed up there. I didn’t know
her at all. I knew her parents. Nice people. I only work here in
the summers, when I’m not in college,” she said, handing the menu
to Charlie putting the placemat and silver down on the table just
in front of Charlie’s hands.

Charlie slid both hands off the table
and put them in his lap, palms down. He still didn’t trust himself
and with the waitress leaning in so closely he was afraid to move.
She slid the placemat back toward him.

The menu was printed on the placemat
with pictures of the two owners in various stages of their life
around the border. The waitress put the silver down in a hurry and
turned to go back to stand beside the bar on the other side of the
restaurant.

Charlie stood and called to her for a
cup of coffee. “No, no cream,” and walked outside to buy a
newspaper. He fished around in his pocket for change and had to
walk back inside to break a dollar.

The waitress handed over the change
and pointed to the bar. “There’s a paper right here you can
read.”

Charlie glanced at it, thought about
getting his own but thought he’d look rude and thanked the waitress
before scooping up the pieces of the paper and walking back to his
table.

“I’ll order in a minute.” She waved
her hand at him as if to say, whatever.

The sports section was on top and he
looked at the picture of the local council who were playing in a
regional golf tournament. They all looked very serious and wore
different shades of green or yellow, slight paunches showing, some
hair thinning. They weren’t playing too badly, shooting in the
eighties. Charlie knew some of them, grew up with a couple of
them.

They were playing in the annual
government golf tournament. The town councils from all over the
tri-state area put together teams made up of the people who worked
for the county or town council.

Charlie’s friend Mitch was playing
this year. He’d talked about it all winter, swinging his iron in
the living room, telling Charlie how each hole would go.

His wife, Amy made him some new
outfits to wear for each day of the tournament. Each one had a
matching hat. Charlie could see the front of one of the hats in the
picture. Nice guy, married right out of high school with the start
of a family already on the way. Now he had a bunch of kids, what
was it, six? They ranged in age from fifteen to three, all
girls.

Charlie took Matthew over to Mitch’s
house with him all the time to let Matthew play with the youngest,
Abby while Mitch and Charlie sat in the living room drinking a
beer.

One of the kids was always walking
through the room.

Charlie looked at the diamond plaid
socks and laughed out loud. The waitress looked up and went to get
her pad, walking over to Charlie.

“Ready?”

“Yeah, two eggs over medium, some
grits and more coffee, please, thanks.” He was still smiling and he
folded the sports section into the others, holding the front page
out to the side to read. At first glance he thought it was another
article about the girl who was killed weeks ago. There was a
picture of the bluff again, same police tape zigzagging across it.
What more could they say?

The lead caught his attention. Second
murder, body found in almost the same spot on the bluff but
fifteen-year-old girl this time. Same details as the first murder,
slow torturous death and some sexual abuse evident. The girl’s name
was being withheld until they could locate both of the
parents.

Hmmph, thought Charlie, must be
divorced.

The waitress came back with Charlie’s
plate and set it down in front of him. “Uh, coffee, please,”
Charlie mumbled, listening to the waitress’ shoes
crunch.

“Right, I’ll be right back, can’t
carry everything at once,” she said, waving her hands in the air
and turning to get the pot. “Two hands.”

The waitress came back and lifted
Charlie’s mug up to pour in the coffee. She set it down on top of
the front page and put two creamers next to it. “Another murder,
hard to believe,” she said, her head cocked to one side as she
tried to look at the picture of the crime scene. “I mean, one was
bad enough but two. It makes you wonder, you know, if it’s
over.”

The thought hadn’t even occurred to
Charlie. A serial killer, here? Who could it be? Somebody would
have noticed someone acting that weird. This isn’t that big of a
town.

“Let me know if you need anything,”
said the girl.

“Right, thanks,” said Charlie,
spooning grits into his mouth. Oooh, hot, goddammitt. Charlie
reached for the nearest cup and swallowed as hot liquid pushed hot
grits down his throat. He stuck his head out from his shoulders,
trying to stretch his neck, his eyes watering. The coffee mug
landed with a round thud on the wooden table as he quickly reached
for the water glass, drinking it down in one gulp. The top of his
tongue felt numb. He couldn’t taste the eggs.

The mood he was trying to hold onto
started to slip and he finished up in a hurry. He put too much
money on the table and left in a hurry by the front door. He wasn’t
in the right frame of mind to see Jimmy again.

Douglas had opened up the store and
the open sign was flipped around and visible to the street. Not
quite ten yet, thought Charlie, a little early.

The bell above the door rang when
Charlie walked in. No one was in the front of the store. Douglas
must have slipped into the back. He heard the sound of feet running
up the stairs from the basement right before the door flew open.
Charlie stood there in the aisle with a blank look on his face,
staring at Douglas.

“What are you doing here?” said
Douglas. “Isn’t this a little early for you? Coming in through the
front door, I thought you were a customer. Made me run up all of
those stairs. Why didn’t you call out?” he said, trying to catch
his breath.

“I decided to have breakfast down the
street. You always open this early?”

“We’ve been opening this early for
twenty years except for those few times you’ve opened the store on
the weekends. You here to do the books?” He sounded irritated,
almost angry.

Douglas walked around to the counter
and was straightening the shoe orders from salesmen, looking at
Charlie.

“You get many people in here this
early?” Charlie was still standing in the same spot, rubbing the
back of his neck with his hand.

“A few, mostly construction workers,
electricians, that type. You staying?”

“Uh, yeah, for a little bit, I’m here.
More shoes come in?” asked Charlie, gesturing toward the
orders.

“Yesterday afternoon, that’s what I
was doing down in the basement. Trying to tag them all and get them
out of here.”

“Ah, well, I could do that, you can
stay up here in case anybody comes in.”

“Coffee’s made,” said Douglas, an
eyebrow raised, not taking his eyes off of Charlie.

“No, thanks, already tried some. I’ll
be downstairs.” Charlie turned to the basement, grabbing the knob
of the door as he stepped on the top step. He pulled the door after
him and walked down, glad to be by himself again.

“What was that?” asked Douglas,
quietly. “Here so early, came in through the front door. Looks like
he’s ready to jump out of his skin. He hates the basement, man, he
forgot the orders.”

Douglas scooped up the lists of new
shoes and went over to the door to the basement. The bell rang
behind him and he spun around to see who it was.

“Those shoes come in yet?”

It was that guy again. The large,
fair-skinned man who was working on the apartment buildings going
up on the edge of town.

“I was in here last week, bought a
pair of boots? You said there’d be some more steel tips by
Saturday?” He spoke like Douglas was a child, shaking his chin with
each word. Douglas ignored the tone.

“They’re here, what size was
it?

“Ten wide, light tan,” he said,
throwing himself into one of the little brown chairs, his arms
flopped over the curved handles.

Douglas rolled the orders up and gave
them an extra twist as he opened the door to the basement. He was
down a few steps before he saw Charlie. He was in a chair with his
shoulders slumped and his arms between his legs, staring at the
piles of boxes that stretched up to the ceiling. He didn’t move
when Douglas came closer.

“Mr. Eames, something
wrong?”

Charlie shook at the sound of Douglas’
voice and stood up suddenly out of the chair. His foot caught the
corner of one of the tall towers of shoe boxes and they started to
sway. Both of them reached out to steady the pile as Douglas’ arm
wrapped over Charlie’s. The boxes steadied and Charlie pulled
away.

“I’m going to head on home. I don’t
feel very well. You be okay?” asked Charlie, already heading up the
stairs, his chin down.

“Yeah, sure, I’ll take care of all of
this. See you on Tuesday.”

Douglas scanned the little pieces of
paper on the back of each box, looking for those steel tips. There
they are, ten, wide and light tan. Douglas snorted in disgust as he
shook the box loose from its position. He didn’t like the man but
he bought a lot of shoes and he always paid cash.

Still don’t have to like the man
though, thought Douglas.

He came back up the stairs and saw the
customer was leaning over the front of the counter, one hand on the
little bell people rang for service holding it still and the other
feeling behind the counter. Douglas let the basement door swing
shut a little hard and looked at the man’s arm before he let his
eyes shift to his face.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/60324
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

tmp_8e037d45c16ec733a83581d363f2f6f7_ojgZwi_html_m5e14737a.jpg
WIRED

MARTHA

RANDOLPH

CARR






cover.jpg
WIRED

RANDOLPH

MARTHA
CARR






