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Chapter One

*******

June 2005

"My phone’s going to die," were scarcely
audible and the only clear words to come through Michael’s
cellphone, even before he could utter a greeting.

“Beth? Is that you?” Michael questioned as he
leaned forward and pressed the volume button on Christopher’s car
radio down in an attempt to hear what was being said.

The amalgam of static, crackling, and dead
air made it nearly impossible for him to hear anything. He shifted
in his seat and placed one hand up to plug his right ear while the
other crammed the phone tightly against his left.

“I--crap--can you----at park----club.” Beth
said just as the static overtook the remainder of the half-broken
sentence.

“Beth? Beth, you’re breaking up. Talk louder,
I can’t hear you.” Michael shouted into his cell, paused, and
added, with half jest, half anger; “Your service sucks.”

“Gun--Need.” And with those final words the
cellphone went dead.

“Hello, hello? Beth?” Michael said then
shouted, “Shit.”

Michael pulled the cellphone from his ear and
immediately pushed on Beth’s icon only to get the familiar straight
to voicemail recording which signaled the battery must have been
out of power. He turned to Christopher, shook his head no, and
said, “I think you better turn around.”

“What’s going on?” Christopher questioned,
though he pulled the car away from Michael’s block.

“I couldn’t tell, she said park, I think I
made out the word club.” Michael looked confusingly at his
phone.

“Clubhouse?” Christopher said as he turned up
the volume slightly and took a left turn. He was driving without
knowing where it was Michael wanted him to go.

Michael’s face had an odd expression when he
spoke and reflected back on the clearest word he heard. “She said
gun. Why would she use the word gun?”

“Maybe she didn’t say gun,” Christopher said
as he shrugged and stared at the ostensibly bleak road ahead.

“No that was one of the few words I could
make out. I don’t know, maybe Leigh will know.” His voice sounded
muted and distant as worry overtook him. His thoughts remained
squeamish and slightly scared by her broken, timorous sounding
voice.

“All right, I’ll swing by her house.”
Christopher said as he turned down Park Lane and flicked on his
Bright’s to help illuminate the poorly lit street.

“Should I just call her?” Michael said and
then spoke again as he noticed it was past two in the morning. “No,
I guess not. She would just sleep through her ringtone at this
hour.”

“Won’t she get in trouble if we show up in
the middle of the night?” Christopher adjusted his rearview mirror
nervously as he collected and suppressed his worries.

“Doubtful, her mom loves me, besides; I’ve
shown up at worse hours.” Michael leaned back in the seat as though
he was relaxed, but truthfully his body felt stiff and on edge.

His eyes kept shifting back and forth from
the small clock on the dashboard to the cellphone he held tightly
in his hands. Though Beth’s words had been hauntingly cryptic in
nature, and vague with tale-tale signs of serious trouble, it was
the time putting him into a state of apprehension. He had to be
home before his father was. He shook his head at this, there was no
way he would be making it home if he kept going. He contemplated
the seriousness of her tone, thinking now he heard an inexpressible
anguish in Beth’s voice. His mind lolled, reflecting on his
father’s nature, his cruelty, and the punishment which would be
dealt out swiftly. He moaned, and with a perfunctory sense of who
he was and should be; he decided he would find his friend, even
though there would be hell to pay for it.

*******

Beth attempted to dial out again as a chill
of deja-vu rose up from deep within. The lights on her cellphone
dimmed then switched off as she caught a slight glimpse of the
empty battery icon. She mumbled a few swear words and threw the
phone to the ground which thumped twice, and then tumbled into the
darkness. Beth groaned at the ominous night which fate had
delivered her to this evening.

She turned her head to the left, feeling only
the wind as it picked up and stung her bare shoulders. The crisp,
crystal night distorted her perception as she suddenly felt odd.
Her toes went numb, her fingers red, while patches of purple began
to blotch her face. Her stomach began twisting in on itself, giving
her the sensation of being locked in an ambiguous nightmare, one in
which she felt she was slowly disappearing and somehow dissolving
into the un-flourishing folds of time. She felt her brain attempt
to recalibrate itself while her body slightly shifted her focus
back to her gruesome reality.

The atmosphere was redolent of the metallic
residue left from the gunfire. Her nose twitched faintly as she
contemplated over the situation. Her attention drew back to the gun
while she tried to rationalize how her hand could not feel its cold
steel. She watched, caught in a delusional state, as what appeared
to be a soft, billowy white smoke, slowly separated and disbanded
into the world around her; a world which had come to a crashing
halt and had sent her mind into this unfamiliar state of madness
and denial. She didn’t feel like herself anymore. Her heart was
heavy and demote. She knew the smoke wasn’t there, and yet it
lingered in front of her as though it were now a part of the
tactile environment.

Her left brow twitched as he again captured
and held her somewhat servile attention. His body now laid in a
clump of half mud, half grass. His head tilted to the left, his
arms flailed out in an obscure position, while his stiff legs sank
into the ground as though they had weights pressing upon them. Her
gaze remained on his face, now smeared with dirt, muck, and bits of
green. She sickly smiled. He would be returning to the sand from
which he had come, a most fitting end; at least she believed it to
be so. Her stomach grumbled and churned wanting to regurgitate the
bile and acids which grew with each passing moment. She continued
to examine the scenery before her. Her focus shifted, her stomach,
for an instant, was set at ease.

With her eyes averted, she knelt down and
went to check his pulse, though failed to do so as her body
flinched and her hand snapped sharply back. She gaged and then
dry-heaved. She had not touched his body, no; she had placed her
hand into a pool of blood which had dripped down the side of his
torso and onto the semi-wet grass. She stood up quickly, her hand
came up to eyelevel, and though dark, she could see the copper
color of his blood. She winced and sought out a place to wipe it
away.

She exhaled deeply and tried to get a grip on
things. She knew she could not stand here forever. The sun would
come up soon and having a child find the body, which was very
possible, as she was standing at the local park, was
unacceptable.

All rationality and the ability to think
clearly had left, but she knew that she had to get the body off the
green area and needed, most urgently, to get rid of the blood on
her hand. She leaned down, quickly smearing the blood on his shirt.
Next she grabbed his arm and began to pull. The fifteen year old
girl groaned and strained, her arm yanked, her feet started to
slip. There was no way he was going to move, at least not by her
alone. Her five-foot-one frame, with hardly any weight to speak of,
did not give her enough strength to move a six foot, very limp,
body.

Beth’s shaking stopped as a new feeling
entered. Fear remained, but changed and collapsed in on itself. The
world and its criss-cross nature of cause and effect seized her and
developed into a sense of an organic reality with perceptible rules
governing it. She imagined herself standing before a judge, hearing
a banging gavel, as a loud voice began to berate her for being such
an evil, vile little girl. She swallowed in; they often charged
children in Utah as adults. What would she do then? Could she
survive in jail? Would she want to survive in jail? Mists of water
swelled, her sanity began to rupture, and she felt terribly alone,
isolated by her own irrevocable actions. The moonlight, though a
sliver in the sky, was harsh and unyielding. She blinked several
times as a means of stopping the tears from falling.

She let go of her father’s arm as the rush of
the wind picked up and blew her brown hair from her pale, hollowed
out face. She placed the backside of her hand against her eye and
pressed down hard enough to send stars shooting from behind her
closed eyelids. She had to think, though no real thoughts seemed to
enter, only cryptic, half messages of death, fire, and the gun. Her
hand fell limply to the side. She blinked again as the isolation
grew. The wind, as if sensing her feelings, began to rush down the
side of the mountains and swooped down like a hawk. The sensation
caused shivers to move down her spine. The trees began to whip and
fight with each other, making rustling sounds resembling an army
sneaking up on her; and yet her legs remained frozen to the ground
as though she two had become a permanent fixture in the park.

Beth, without warning, allowed the madness to
conquer her, and began to laugh, a wild, maniacal laugh. Next the
damn broke and tears dripped and streamed relentlessly down her
face, smearing her mascara and leaving black lines to stain her
colorless cheeks. She had to act now, before someone acted for her.
She shifted, finally moving from her trance, and dashed off toward
Suzy’s house.

The gun Beth had just used to shoot a hole
through her father in the middle of the night, in the backdrop of a
park, was Suzy’s gun, a gun which the police had been searching
for.

*******

Suzy sat alone on her couch, eyes closed,
with her head pointing straight to the ceiling. If one didn’t know
her they may believe she was conversing with the almighty. They
would be wrong. Suzy had always been revoltingly unfaithful to the
very notion of a supreme being. Her fingers lightly brushed and
then danced along the predictable, flower patterned, seat cushion,
as she tried to stay centered. She took several long breaths,
though nothing was helping.

Her head was hurting, even more so than
usual. Her body was spent, feeling more like eighty and less like a
vibrant eighteen year old in the prime of her youth. Her hand slide
down the cushion as she reached for the throw pillow, which she
clawed at as another heat wave rushed through her body reminding
her she had long ago, ruined any hope of staying sober. She wanted
a fix, scratch that, she needed a fix, yet something deep inside
her was compelling her to remain in a state of equilibrium
tonight.

She thought, can one even call being
fantastically ill and in a state of non-compos mentis; equilibrium?
She answered no.

Her painfully red eyes squeezed even tighter
as wave after wave of nausea relentlessly smacked into the pit of
her stomach. Her body, caught in the daze of sickness, flinched
when a loud banging noise shook and broke up the eerily silent
house. Her hand instantly released the pillow. The sound stopped
and for a moment she thought it was her mind playing tricks on her
again, a mind which she was certain was going to split open any day
now. One portion of her was angry and now viciously taunted the
other half for allowing her body to do what it did the night
before. Nevertheless, the eighteen year old red head, pried her
green eyes open. She cocked her head toward the now gone noise. The
pounding sounded out again causing the rational world to click as
the curling haze of her fake world evaporated. She stood up, popped
her neck, and started toward the door noticing how bleak and
starkly decorated the house seemed to be.

Suzy walked past the coffee table and stood
next to the door while glancing to her left at the large mirror,
which was the only decoration in the foyer. She half smiled, half
sneered at herself. Her red hair was greasy and almost stringy in
appearance. Her green eyes were puffy, sore, and carrying what
appeared to be large black circles below them. She shrugged,
thinking it was only right her outside matched her insides
today.

Another pounding rocked the room, this time
louder, and more urgent in nature. Her hand reached up to squeeze
the knob as she noticed the time. She hesitated for a moment;
nothing good came at 2:00 a.m. She popped her knuckles, twisted a
strain of hair from her face, and then grasped the doorknob. Suzy
did not bother with the peephole before opening the door. To be
honest Suzy wouldn’t have cared if it were the town serial killer;
in fact she was hoping it would be. Anything right now would be
better than being on this planet abstemiously. She slightly giggled
at what kind of serial killer would actually knock on the front
door, then her smile faded as she deliberated over the idea, and
thought a very frightful serial killer would knock at the front
door. She shook her head and pulled the door open.

“Beth?” Suzy half asked, half exclaimed.
“Well, well, I must say that I didn’t imagine it would be you I
would be seeing at the door at this fine, fine, morning hour.”

Beth, a little out of shape, yet skinny just
the same, was breathless, scared, and certain someone was following
her. Her attention was shifted back and forth anxiously before she
spoke softly. “I’m in trouble Suzy, real trouble.”

Suzy slanted her head to the left in a
peculiar fashion of arrogance, “Well I kind of figured you were in
trouble, only trouble comes a knocking at the witching hour.”

“Can I come in?” She asked, her chest still
heaving, her mind still darting back and forth. She felt as though
she couldn’t breathe, as though she were drowning, and was trapped
by the unrelenting shrieking in her ears.

“Of course you can come in, though I must
warn you, I am not the best company to be around right now.” Suzy
opened the door wide enough to permit her young friend to step
inside.

“I, I,” she stammered as only one foot
stepped up into the house before she said bluntly and without any
signs of genuine emotion. “I just killed my father. I did it, blew
a hole in the fucker.”

Suzy’s face went from pale to putrid, and
then again changed to an almost translucent shade. It wasn’t
necessarily the words, just killed my father, or, blew a hole in
the fucker, which caused this radical and overwhelming plague of
darkness to wash completely over and through her. It was something
else; something much worse. Suzy was staring at Beth’s hand. She
blinked a couple of times, bit on her lower lip, and took a deep
breath recognizing immediately; it was her gun to which Beth held.
This meant it was her gun that killed, yet another man, in this
early morning hour.

My gun, the gun, the gun I was supposed to
get rid of; shouted in her mind as though spoken against the
backdrop of a large canyon wall. The words bounced, returned, and
penetrated her ears over and over again, the gun.

The gravity of the situation mounted and in
that moment Suzy felt being sober was in fact the wrong decision of
the evening. She sighed with feigned exuberance; it was too late
for that now. The ramifications of this action had an infinite
number of variations yet to be unveiled, though Suzy knew, without
a doubt; no good was going to come of Beth standing before her.
Suzy lightly stomped her foot, turned, pulled Beth completely into
the house, and then shut the door.

Suzy pushed Beth through the foyer and into
the living room where she had been sitting moments before. Next she
pried, one finger at a time, the gun from Beth’s hand, being
careful not to accidently shoot a hole in the newly carpeted floor.
It was only in this action did Beth fully comprehend she was still
holding a weapon, and had just killed a man. Her face turned beat
red matching the fire burning in her soul.

Suzy was perplexed by the air of utter
detachment on Beth’s face and for a brief portion of time, she
thought perhaps Beth wasn’t really here at all and she was just
caught up in some bizarre, reactionary delusion. She took a step
closer, ensuring Beth was tangible, and then pointed toward the
couch. Beth didn’t move, she couldn’t move. Her skin crawled, her
temperature rose, it was almost as if the gun was compelling her to
gaze upon it. Suzy shook her head and then walked out of the room,
coming back in moments later, her hands empty.

Oh sweet Jesus, what have I done? Beth’s
thoughts lamented. Her soul snapped and splintered as it began to
sink in the terror of what was to come and become of her.

“It’s hopeless. I don’t know what I have
done? Shit, what have I done?” Beth asked Suzy as her appearance
morphed from zombie like to a desperate madman with bulging anger,
and sweaty skin causing a strange forsaken odor to waft from her
pours.

The light caught her reflection as she moved
toward the couch. The brilliant brown irises had turned to a pasty
grey, and portions of her hair stuck to her face. She could not
stop her mind from conceiving and replaying what she had done and
the madness she exuded the moment she did it. The vision of her
raising the gun so coolly, her demeanor turning to steel and fully
lacking remorse, slammed into her awareness. Bang! She had shot,
without taking time to think, the man she had once lovingly called
daddy.

Suzy, at one point in her life, knew how to
show empathy, but now, as the days delivered nothing but sadness
and shame, she had a hard time being there for her friends,
nevertheless she knew she had to try. She felt her mouth go dry as
she pushed herself forward and toward Beth. She lightly, clumsily,
and with some affection, patted Beth’s back in a manner she hoped
would show she cared. When she spoke, she knew she was lying, but
could not offer to give Beth any comfort with the truth.

“Now, now, I know it seems hopeless, but it
isn’t. Almost all things can be fixed, okay. Now why don’t you calm
down and try to explain to me what exactly happened. And don’t
leave out any details, more often than not the solution is in the
details.”

Suzy tried to stay centered on her friend,
though it felt almost impossible. She was flashing in-between
thoughts of what they must do and ways of finding a quick and easy
manner of getting high, or to at least dull her awareness. She
could vaguely remember buying some cough medicine the other day and
putting it in the bathroom. She wondered if it was still there. She
was certain she could drink it in just a moment, and within forty
she would get rid of this overbearing need. Suzy wanted to go
inside of the nothingness and feel as though she ceased to exist.
It was the only time she felt like herself now.

Beth’s head tilted in a downward motion,
matching her broken spirit. She wasn’t evil, no far from it, yet,
yet, and she stammered on, her words tumbled from her tongue in a
manner so unlike her. “I, I don’t really know. It, it, was almost,
almost like it wasn’t me. You know, almost, like someone else was
pushing me forward, telling me to do it. Do it. Do it now.”

Suzy took her arm and sat her down on the
couch. Both girls faced each other and Suzy smiled at Beth hoping
to give her the strength and courage she would need to get through
this. She tried not to sigh, though her breath was heavy as she
expelled the used up oxygen. She spoke again, “There isn’t much
time. You must tell me what happened so we can figure out what we
are going to do, okay?”

“Okay.” Beth said meekly.

Suzy leaned back a bit, “Now start at the
beginning, like, well let’s say the moment you picked up the gun. I
know you must have been in the clubhouse, so let’s go from
there.”

*******

Leigh recently changed her ringtone after she
had become too accustomed to the haunting noise of children
chanting: one, two, Freddy’s coming for you; and had slept through
her morning wakeup call. This ringtone, Chucky’s laughter, a
chainsaw, and a soft chiming of a xylophone, struck a chord in her
fear bank and instantly woke her as her phone rang and the loud
noise echoed in the unlit room. Leigh didn’t bother to open her
eyes as she clicked the little green phone button and spoke with a
slight, raspy undertone which came from smoking too much the night
before.

“Someone better be dead,” Leigh moaned.

“Someone is dead.” Suzy said on the other
end. Leigh went from semi-awake to fully alert and erect.

Leigh felt her skin crawl, “What? Wait.”

She fumbled for her lamp and had to stretch
her body to reach it. She faltered. Her mind was awake while her
body was still in sleep mode which caused her to fall. Her left
side smacked into the hardwood floor, instantaneously sending a
wave of pain to shoot through her knees and up her spine. She
cleared her throat, turned on the lamp, saw the little blazing red
numbers on her clock, and sat back down on her bed as she rubbed at
her left knee which now bubbled slightly and was quickly changing
shades.

“What are you talking about Suzy, and do you
have any fucking idea what time it is? This better not be a
joke.”

“Do you think I would call you at two a.m. if
it weren’t for a good reason?”

“Yes.” Leigh said after thinking of the many
times she had done just that.

“Okay, okay. I will give you that, but this
time it’s not me, but, well, I can’t talk over the phone, but we
need you. Can you come? I don’t have a car tonight.”

“We?” Leigh stared at the clock, watching as
her vision slowly focused and the numbers changed.

“Beth is here with me.” Suzy lowered her
voice. “She’s in trouble.”

“Jesus, I’ll be over in five minutes.” With
those words, she clicked her cellphone closed.

Her bedside lamp illuminated just enough of
Leigh’s face to create a melancholy shadow effect. She sat for a
full minute and attempted to clear her sleepy, haze filled
thoughts. If it was Beth in trouble, her mind always thought in
terms of if when it came to Suzy, that meant it would be something
serious. She bit down on the already half-gone nail of her right
ring finger, glared at the little red lights of the alarm clock,
and then finally stood up; thinking wasting any more time
contemplating would be an injustice to her friend; if in fact it
was Beth and not Suzy.

She stretched her arms as she stepped up to
her closet. Her spine made a loud popping noise when she pushed her
shoulders back. The closet was packed with clothes, shoes, and
stuffed animals. Leigh blinked and grabbed the first things she
saw. As she shoved some empty hangers aside she grabbed hold of a
plain white t-shirt located on the upper shelf and her favorite
pair of jeans, which were always front and center and on the floor
crumpled up next to her laundry basket. She leaned down grabbed the
pants and saw her converse but instead reached for her old pair of
brown sandals. She didn’t want to bother finding socks, which would
be a chore because she hadn’t done laundry for nearly a week, or
maybe two.

Next, all within a matter of seconds, she
pulled back her long yellow hair and turned to leave. Her body
moved toward the door and then stopped. She turned to her desk and
grabbed hold of some perfume. She quickly sprayed herself,
thinking, just in case it had been two weeks without doing laundry,
she might spare her friends from the smell of unwashed cloths.
Finally Leigh shuffled back to her lamp and clicked off the light
as she grabbed her car keys. She sighed as she stepped from her
room, knowing she had forgotten something, but had no time to
search.

She was careful when she took her leave not
to make a sound. The door shut silently but the floor was less
forgiving in the hallway. As she crept past her mother’s door every
little crack and creak sounded out loudly in the stillness and
quietness of the house. She cringed, stopped, and attempted to step
lighter. She made it past the door after starting and stopping a
few more times, and reached the kitchen then finally the backdoor.
She unlocked the deadbolt, again stopping when the clicking sound
hit her ears. She breathed in, listened, nothing stirred so she
stepped outside, with confidence she had not awoken her mother, and
into the early morning air.

The night sky was colored with a dark purple
haze, yet the stars were bright enough to penetrate the thick air.
A dog barked in the distance, Leigh tilted up, and with perfect
mental repose, began her journey forward. The porch light didn’t
turn on, a bonus for her as she slide her body cautiously around
the side of the house, her back scratching along the bricks, her
hand feeling the coldness of the darkly stained stone. She neared
the front of the house and then took pause. The roadway was visible
and suddenly lit up brightly from oncoming headlamps. The car was
utilizing the bright switch to illuminate her unusually dark
street.

Leigh quickly shut her eyes as the bright
light washed over her face, nearly blinding her in the process. She
froze and held her breath. If the street patrol, or watch, or
whatever, saw her, they would call her mother, who would tell her,
all things can wait until morning and then would promptly ground
her for a week.

But not this mom, not death, death never
waits.

No Leigh, even death waits until morning.
Leigh shook off the strange thought.

The light passed and her feet moved again.
She slid her body, looked down the walk and then raced to her car
which had been parked on the curb. She pulled open the door,
hearing the sound of the unoiled hinges; she flinched, but did not
bother to glance around. The street was deathly silent, and she
supposed the neighborhood watch must be off duty, or Earl, the
street drunk, was in charge this night and was possibly passed out
on his porch with a set of binoculars in one hand, a half empty
beer can in the other.

She started the car and began to pull from
the curb when a body came jumping up onto her hood and smacked
against her windshield. Leigh let out a loud scream and jammed on
the brakes before she saw it was Michael.

She clutched at her heart and rolled down the
window. She stuck her head out and shouted, without thinking of the
neighborhood watch. “What the fuck Michael?”

“Why is it you swear so much?” He said then
laughed as he pulled his body from the windshield and stepped over
to her side of the car and peered down at her.

Out of the corner of her eye she could see
the silhouette of Christopher standing in the shadows. She puckered
and pressed her lips together tightly before asking them why they
had shown up. “What are you two doing here?”

“We’ll we were coming to see you but were
thwarted from our original plan when we saw a shadowy figure
sneaking around the house. It was all really noble, we were going
to stop a burglar we thought, but it was just you. So I thought I
would scare the crap out of you. Man you should have seen your
face.” Michael continued to laugh, stopping only when Leigh gave
him an expression of disgust.

“Well why in the hell would you be coming to
see me at two in the morning?” She paused and then continued before
Michael could explain, “Is this about Beth?”

“Yeah, I got this really weird call from her,
is she here?” Michael asked as he noticed how dark the house
was.

“No, but you might as well get in.” She said.
The clock in her car was ticking loudly, reminding her of the phone
call and the urgency in Suzy’s voice.

Christopher finally stepped from the shadow;
Leigh could see that he had held his position as a means to hide
his own laughter. She too gave him a dirty look. He cleared his
throat and then spoke softly, “Why?”

“I’ll explain on the way to Suzy’s house.”
Leigh said as she clicked the button to unlock the doors.

Michael laughed but this time it was at
Christopher, “Maybe that isn’t such a good idea for
Christopher.”

Christopher jokingly and softly slugged
Michael in the gut. Michael turned toward him, “Not cool man.”

Leigh pulled on the parking brake. She was
growing annoyed with their behavior and was reminded why she didn’t
date anyone, “It’s Beth, so are you two coming or not?”

Michael’s attention went to Christopher who
shrugged his shoulders and then grasp the handle. They both jumped
into the back. Leigh pushed down on the brake and the car pulled
out onto the road.

As they drove down the dim streets, Leigh
blinked and said under her breath, “Damn it, I should have brought
my glasses.”

~~~~~~~~

 



Chapter Two

******

Suzy bounced her knees up and down. She was
trying to curb the inner need rising up and causing stabbing waves
throughout her being. Her skin was flusher now, and tiny little
bugs were crawling just under the surface. She could feel the tiny
creatures boring in just under the skin. They were biting, laying
their eggs, and gathering up their strength in order to strike her
down. She stood up in a panic, examined every inch of the room, and
then stepped over to the mirror in the hall. She blinked thinking
she was looking at an utterly mad and depraved woman. She shrugged
her shoulders then opened the small drawer connected to the
mirror.

She took out some lipstick in a dismal act of
normalcy. She had to put on the fake appearance of the Suzy to
which Beth was accustomed too or she would never have the chance to
drink away the feelings of complete and utter desolation she felt
all the time. She gazed at the mirror in order to watch Beth who
was twisting her shirt and gawking at the tiny droplets of blood
which had splatter along the bottom seam. Suzy would have suggested
she change, but there was no point, not until they moved the
body.

She sighed then turned away from the mirror.
Her feet made a shuffling noise as she dragged herself into the
living room. “How do I look?”

“Like a model, just like usual.” Beth said,
though she didn’t even give Suzy a glance. Her thoughts were still
fixated on a tiny pin drop; the color was so murky. The once
brilliant red had transformed into a dark, nearly black-brown. She
swallowed painfully. The speck of blood reminded her of his blood
and the color it had taken on against the grass and dirt.

“Are you sure?” She asked, though she didn’t
much care, not really, not anymore, men seemed to want her no
matter the shape she was in.

“Yes Suzy, you know you are the most
beautiful girl I have ever seen, you should be on covers of
magazines.” Beth said this as though it were rehearsed and had been
said aloud so many times its sentiments were lost and were meant
simply as a means of placating Suzy.

Her green eyes squinted. Beth was behaving
like an automaton prototype. Her movements were jerky, and her
expressions dull if not nonexistent. Suzy half-smiled to herself,
as her subconscious told her, it was time, she could escape, and
all the troubles this night had brought would be gone. She moved
toward the hallway and said, “I have to go to the bathroom, listen
for the door or a car, I am not sure if Leigh is going to just honk
or actually walk up.”

Beth scarcely peeked at her friend and
slightly nudged her head, giving her the indication she was not
even listening, but she was trying nevertheless. Beth suddenly
moved her hand from her shirt as if she were burnt by a blazing
bonfire. She gazed down at the flower cushions, thinking how
strangely the room was decorated. The couches were antiques and the
carpet was a dark mauve which created a sophisticated quality,
while the flat screen TV, many DVD’s, and stereo system screamed
the opposite. Her head tilted as her attention became engrossed
with the single picture hanging on the wall. It was abstract,
colored darkly, with a face, deathly white, and screaming, at
least, it appeared to be screaming. Clouds were forming above the
face, and a few drops of rain had already hit the ground and formed
what appeared to be chains made out of mud. Her left eyebrow rose,
and she wondered if the picture was reflective of hell or at least
what hell was like for the poor, tortured soul who painted it.

She blinked, a tear streamed down her cheek
as she could envision her own perdition. She bit down on her
bleeding nail. Blood trickled down her lip, making her appear, and
feel, completely wistful. Mist of doubt enfolded in the farthest
recesses of her mind which caused mountains of oppositional
conflict to grow.

Meanwhile, Suzy glanced over her shoulder as
she walked out of the living area and down the hallway; certain
this was the best opportunity she would have to sneak away from her
and quickly change her consciousness. She didn’t want to be her
anymore tonight, and couldn’t be her when she saw Leigh and was
reminded of what Christopher had said earlier in the evening. She
tugged tightly to the lower portion of her hair and heard his words
ring out in her head, poltroon. She didn’t even know its
definition, and once she did, she wished she hadn’t; because even
then, she felt confused by exactly what it was he was trying to say
to her.

She stepped into the bathroom, practically
slamming the door shut, and then quickly locked it. Her hand
trembled as she reached up and opened the small medicine cabinet. A
smile returned to her face, she had not one, but two small bottles
of the cherry flavored cough syrup, the one with the magic
ingredient. She pulled them both from the cabinet and placed them
cautiously on the sink, which had been leaking over the past week.
The water, much like her own heart, was dripping in such a way that
it created a small reverberation when it bounced off the off-white
porcelain. She watched for a moment. The drip, drip, drip was
almost hypnotizing and emitted a faint sensation of
desperation.

Suzy shook it off and turned her attention to
the bottles. She knew the taste was going to be overwhelmingly
nasty and soon her stomach would be deluged in pain and would howl
and screech until it was able to digest or purge itself of the vile
flavoring. She wondered if she would be able to guzzle both quick
enough to avoid the gag reflex that would surely come once the
bitter, sickie-sweet taste hit the back of her mouth. Her mind
began to scream at her to reconsider, apparently it was still very
well acquainted to the last time Suzy had Roboed; it remembered it
all, with a trivial and fateful awareness of every detail, every
bitter drop, and the subsequent sickness the following morning.

Her right hand grasped the first bottle, her
flesh warm with desire, her blood was pulsating. She needed to get
away, needed to feel numb, and needed the insanity to stop. It was
a lust that would always win over, the lust and demand to take away
the feelings of loneliness and shame. The hunger grew, her hand
held the bottle tighter, gripping as if it were a cure for some
illness which would ravage the body, and in that, it would. The
desire was a curse, the need to forget a sickness, and the medicine
would indeed help quiet the feeling of collapsing time and morbid
darkness.

She opened the lid, and though she attempted
not to inhale the putrid odor, her nose caught a whiff. Her face
quivered at the smell of the medicine mixed and covered over in
some vague resemblance of cherry syrup. She plugged her nose with
the other hand, hoping it would help to somehow dull the taste. She
waited no more. She studied her reflection in the mirror, winked,
then made a cheers gesture as she placed the bottle to her lips and
began to chug it down as though it were a nice cold beer on a hot
day. She was half way through when she felt the liquid already
beginning to gurgle in her stomach. Her taste buds were objecting
and her gag reflex was about to revolt. She finished the last of it
and threw the first empty bottle in the trash. She, without a
delay, grabbed the second bottle, screwed off the lid and then
drank it more swiftly than the first. The syrup smacked into her
stomach harder, it groaned and bubbled in agony. She smashed the
bottle, and wondered why or how she put herself through this
perverse misery.

It’s the emptiness, the numbness, the feeling
of complete isolation, thus complete control: only you, no one else
can come in. She answered bitterly.

Her body shook for a moment, the boiling and
churning rising up. She had to clutch and hold the cold countertop
for a full minute. The bathroom was completely silent and then the
drip, drip, drip sound rang in her ears. She let the darkness
settle in. Her stomach groaned as she held back the vomit, her
hands gripping more tightly. She blinked her eyes open as the
nausea passed and then pushed back some bothersome strands of her
greasy hair.

She turned from the dripping faucet, stopping
only for a slight second as she grabbed hold of the doorknob.
Christopher had found out Suzy’s secret, she had found out his, and
now Beth had upstaged their ever mounting drama by killing her
father with Suzy’s gun. She shook it off; thinking about the gun
would do her no good. She had to wait, wait until she could figure
out what to do with the body. Her lips curved in a peculiar way.
The quietness would soon consume her and she wouldn’t have to think
about it anymore. Her mind would be dazed and her body would feel
no pain. She smiled at the wonderful idea of it all.

She twisted the knob and walked down the
short hallway and into the living room. As she walked, she could
feel the syrup calming in her stomach. She peered at Beth,
acknowledged her with a head nod and said, “As soon as she pulls
up, we’ll go.”

Beth agreed and stood back up to walk over to
the front picture window where she waited for the lights of Leigh’s
car. Suzy stepped beside her, both appearing lost and young. They
had lost the feeling of closeness that was normally felt from one
another. This last week had been hard on all of them. Something had
caused a fracture in their family’s foundation. None could be fully
to blame; nevertheless, the splitting of their friendship was
becoming inevitable.

Suzy breathed in, she didn’t want to admit
it, but she needed this makeshift family, needed Leigh to be her
friend, needed Michael and Beth, and mostly, she needed Christopher
to be her lover, though this had never happened and as she
ruminated over this evenings conversation, she knew he never would
be.

The curtain closed as the familiar lights of
Leigh’s car broke through the emptiness of the night. Suzy walked
to the door first, and waited for Beth to get moving. Together they
stepped into the cool early morning air and walked out to the car.
A big smile formed on Michael’s face when he saw Suzy, he eagerly
stepped out of the backseat just as Leigh also stepped from the
car. They both walked up to Suzy, Michael walking with a pleased
step while Leigh shuffled her feet which still felt tired and
heavy. She rubbed her head before noticing that Suzy had stopped
moving forward the moment she detected Christopher in the backseat.
Her green eyes turned a darker shade and formed into angry slits.
Leigh watched as her features gave off a stare of disgusted
incredulity. Suzy had not expected to see him ever again, she had
thought, and was told, he would be leaving for good, and yet here
he was, and with all people, Leigh. Now she knew she was caught in
a polluted nightmare.

“How is the most beautiful woman this
evening?” Michael asked as he kissed her cheek. She smiled at him
then looked at Leigh who was dangling the keys in front of her.

“What gives?” Suzy asked, she wasn’t about to
drive.

“I can’t drive, I forgot my glasses and
almost wrecked when I thought I saw a shadow in the road.” Leigh
had in fact seen a shadow and swerved, nearly crashing, before
grasping it was an illusion.

“A shadow?” Suzy questioned still glaring
over at Christopher, whose head was down. “It was probably just
fatigue, nothing to worry about.”

Suzy tried to push the keys back into Leigh’s
hand. She shoved back with more force. “All the more reason for you
to drive, come on I got up at five a.m. and didn’t get to sleep but
an hour ago. I drive, we all die.”

Suzy was about to say Christopher could
drive, but her pride got in the way and she relented. “Fine, we
aren’t going very far anyway.”

In the moment of grabbing the keys from Leigh
the world suspended briefly as a new memory formed, which was
strangely significant. She thought for a minute longer in a
lassitude of what she should or shouldn’t do. Despite it all, and
the feelings of peculiar awareness to the world around, Suzy still
decided to drive.

Michael cleared his throat and gave all his
attention to Beth who walked silently to the car and jumped in next
to Christopher. He shrugged, turned back toward Leigh, they looked
at each other, smirked, and then both screamed “Shot-gun” at the
same time.

 


Leigh and Michael playfully raced for the
door. Michael tugged at her shirt to pull her back, but Leigh was
faster and shifted back just enough to stick her foot out to trip
Michael, who nearly fell. She grasped the door handle while giving
Michael a smug look of accomplishment.

He looked over at her, made a face and said,
“Fine, I like sitting next to Christopher anyway.”

“Oh do you now?” She slightly giggled, both
her and Michael were still unaware of the gravity of the situation,
thus there demeanors had yet to be corrupted, but to Suzy and Beth,
their actions were like a dismal sort of playfulness which panged
both separately and completely, and made them feel much older than
both.

Michael walked around to the other side of
the car, half limping while he rubbed his shin and gave a sad puppy
dog expression at Leigh for sympathy. She laughed again and
shrugged her shoulders as she spoke through the rolled up window.
“I don’t make the rules, I just follow them.”

He shook his head and then climbed in the
back. While all this was going on, Suzy stood motionless in the
drive in order to allow the darkness to cloak her and hide the
swirling emotions emitting from her. She began to grind her teeth
together and then started to ruthlessly squeeze the car keys in her
hand until she could feel a stabbing pain in her palm. She didn’t
want to be with both of them, not tonight, not until she could stop
thinking and feeling.

Michael grew impatient; he was tired and
anxious to get the show on the road. He observed Christopher whose
attention remained on the floor panel, and then decided to roll
down the window and yell out to her. “Come on Suzy, let’s go
already.”

Suzy growled just under her breath and
scuffed her feet along the walkway before stepping into the
vehicle, the frown on her face never leaving. She adjusted the
seat, stuck the key in the ignition, and turned backward to view
the driveway and road. She touched her stomach, made the sign of
the cross, and said a silent prayer. She wanted to get to the park,
bury the man, and be back in the next forty-five minutes so she
could be alone while she was encased into the black hole of her
nothingness.

Michael, after watching Suzy and assuming she
was still angry at Christopher, couldn’t help but study Beth’s
complexion. For the first time since he had known her, her skin was
pale, her tan seemed to be stripped from her five foot one frame.
He wondered how long it would take Leigh to speak up and ask what
was going on. Curiosity over the hour, two o’clock in the morning,
made Leigh ask quicker than expected.

Leigh turned her head, right on cue and spoke
up, “So don’t leave us all in suspense, it’s too late, or early,
however you want to handle it. What is going on?”

Suzy cleared her throat, adjusted the mirror
in order to glimpse Beth’s face, and nodded for her to go ahead and
fill them in on the details. Beth shifted in her seat
uncomfortably, half rose, and then sank again as she moved closer
to the window, giving Christopher more room in-between her and
Michael.

When she finally spoke her tone was dry and
her voice was scarcely audible. “I killed my father tonight.”

Michael’s perplexed emotions grew in size and
scope. Leigh turned back around, and Christopher shifted further
away from her, turning just enough to get a quick glimpse of the
enigma before him. The words smashed into each brain over and over
again as the silence swallowed them completely; the only noise was
that of the soft rumbling car tires. The motion of the car rocked
back and forth, amplifying the rift between them all.
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