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**1**

gatorland

 


Rolling along the Florida turnpike in a
Lincoln town car limo, not the late model stretch variety, but
smaller—one a good fifteen-years-old in need of a paint job, the
chassis rusting out beneath pushing two hundred thousand miles on
the odometer—Joe Salas sits confined in used luxury in the back
with Pop, his eighty-year old father, and Julio, threatening car
sickness.

They’re being chauffeured by some guy named
Fred-or-Frank-Something hired by the art gallery because Joe is
their newest star and the humble winner of a once-in-a-lifetime art
showing at Art Basel Miami. He’s given up on a nap thanks to
Julio’s incessant Cuban rambling.

Julio got a ride-a-long for being the gallery
assistant and it’s his job to take care of the lodging and any
needs of Joe and his father.

Limo passes landfills, the excrement of
greater south Florida, tons of discard from wealthy and poor,
seasoned with occasional crime evidence and body parts. Joe notes
great raised mounds with neatly leveled tops, seeded with green
grass to give the illusion of rolling hills above the flat lands of
swampy Florida.

In the air above, seagulls and vultures swarm
the carrion truck stop, seduced by metal pipes spewing methane gas
like a neon beacon for fast food. Joe wonders if the vultures at
home have moved on, or await his return in hopes of a fresh meal.
He’d expect raccoons, opossums, even the occasional fox to hang
around for handouts, but vultures? He wonders if vultures can
acquire a taste for humans the way tigers in India, or polar bears
do. But those are predators, not scavengers. Aren’t they? He can’t
remember ever hearing of vultures moonlighting on the side,
stalking kills of their own in the dead of night or back alleys,
and if they did, would it be because of him? Could he have started
something in the food chain, forced a connection to an easy food
source? Joe doesn’t want to dwell on it.

Pop blurts, “Castro dead? Heard he died.
Heard they had him freeze dried so’s they make folks think he’s
still alive. Been dead for years. What I heard.”

Julio raises an eyebrow. “Chew wash too mush
TV.”

“I like The Guiding Light.”

Julio scoots closer, suddenly animated, “Ooo,
I love that one, too!”

Pop shakes his head because he knows every
detail of the story line. “Hand me a Dr. Pepper, will ya, Jo?”

Joe cranes his neck to see the driver. “You
smell somethin’ burning?”

Pop sniffs, “Not my fault. Not cookin’.
Remember when I just about set the kitchen afire? You slapped that
smoke alarm clean off the ceiling. And the trash you slung at the
dog. Damn dog. Just about ate me up, but JoJo took care of that,
too.”

Joe shoves a Dr. Pepper from the mini bar at
Pop’s gut. “That’s enough, Pop. Don’t think he wants to hear it.”
Just what he needs now. Pop to re-enact the shuffle back and forth
over things done in the shed.

Pop taps a finger to his lips, “Oops, sorry.”
Imitates zipping his mouth.

Limo pulls from the herd of traffic and exits
the turnpike. Driver calls on the intercom. “We’re having engine
problems, folks. I’ll need to pull over and check her out. Should
only be a slight delay.”

Other than the silhouette of the back of his
head, they can’t actually see him.

Julio beats on the glass partition. “Hey,
hey, driver man!”

Joe pulls a mint from the small leather bag
on his belt, pops it in his mouth, “Can’t hear you. Got the speaker
on the one way.”

A slow surging starts. Even without being
mechanics they all know it’s just a matter of time before they’re
thumbing a ride down the turnpike.

Landscape goes by. No buildings, no cars. Pop
thinks getting to Miami is gonna take longer than he thought and
they should have flown—just get Joe drunk and shove him on a plane.
“You’d think there’d be a station or some kind of life around here.
Where the hell are we?”

Joe gestures to the back of the driver’s
head. “I don’t know, Pop. You see me talkin’ to him?”

 


****

 


Driving east keeps the light at their back,
the encroaching ominous darkness ahead. Talking stops—Joe and Julio
stare out the window—Pop contemplates his shoes. Surging morphs to
a weird heave with an intermittent engine cough. Another left turn
and the hard road turns to dirt, narrow, overgrown with weeds, the
complimentary glassware chiming in their luxury cubby. Steam
bellows from under the hood.

The limo stops and Frank-or-Fred-Something
gets out. Joe opens the door, takes his time surveying their
surroundings. Twenty feet from the limo is a canal—dark, murky,
sort of place gangbangers like to dump stolen cars. The dirt road
seems to run parallel, but ends farther up as if someone forgot
what the road was for. On the other side of the road drape trees
and shaggy overgrown vegetation in various stages of freeze-burn
and re-growth. Bigger stuff snapped at the top by the hurricanes.
Wild grape and potato vine snake through suffering branches.

Fred-or-Frank-Something pops the hood, sheds
his jacket to use against the intense heat of pressurized steam.
Sweat bleeds through his starched white shirt. Never occurs to
anyone to actually ask the guy’s name.

“Got a hole?” Joe stretches his neck as if he
doesn’t need to get involved.

“A slow hole. I warned them it was piddling
water like an incontinent old woman. Cheap bastards. We’ll need to
get her filled. Damn!”

“How long will it take for a tow truck, you
suppose?” Joe asks, slaps a horsefly-sized mosquito off his neck,
blood staining his hand.

“Tow truck? Now wouldn’t that be nice? Not
likely. Cell phone has no range and can’t call out, can’t call
in.”

“Will any water do?”

“Anything other than pissin’ in the radiator.
I’d even do that if I thought it’d help.”

Joe looks at the murky canal. “Plenty of
water here.”

Frank-or-Fred-Something steps back and props
his hands on his hips. Spits. “It’ll have to do. I’ll check the
trunk for something to put her in.”

As far as Joe can tell, Pop and Julio are
still catching up on stories. Figures it’ll help them pass the time
and keep the little gay one from whining. Nice enough fella, but
whiny.

In the trunk are various containers and
duffle bags stuffed for emergencies—first aid, snack foods,
blankets, Pop and Joe’s ragged forty year old luggage and Julio’s
pristine blue oversized Coach Bag wrapped in a white garbage bag to
keep it clean.

Frank-or-Fred-Something comes back with a
plastic thirty-two ounce Circle K cup and steps down to the
canal, re-fills the radiator cup by precious cup, grumbling between
trips about the state of government and social security.

Joe stands at the engine listening to cool
water boil from the hot radiator. Smacks another mosquito on his
forearm and smears it on his thigh.

Fred-or-Frank-Something—rehearsing a tirade
in his head for when he gets the piece of crap back to the
shop—pushes the cup under canal water. A ripple expands from the
other side and laps at his wrist. Just as he pulls the cup from the
water, teeth grip his arm and yank him hard enough to pull him off
his feet. He lands hard on his left side, arm under water, feels
he’s being dragged in.

Joe thinks the guy fell in, can already
imagine the wet bitching when he comes back. It’s the scream that
tells him something’s happened. Something bad.

At the edge of the canal, a gator’s got
Frank-or-Fred-Something up to the shoulder in a death roll so he
won’t fight so much. The gator doesn’t seem intimidated by the
screaming.

Joe stands frozen and useless, his mind
trying to engage, sees the starched white shirt turn crimson,
covered with mud and rotted vegetation. Thinks he sees
bone.

He doesn’t remember running, doesn’t remember
his hands diving into the trunk yanking out the tire iron, or the
sprint back. He’s vaguely conscious of repeated blows to the
gator’s head, the déjà vu of pulverizing human skeletal remains at
the base of the dead pine behind his house. He blows out the
gator’s eye with the tire iron. That causes it to retreat without
its meal. Breathless, Joe tries moving through the numbness, his
brain soggy with adrenaline, the blood coated tire iron shaking in
his hand. Not until Pop screams at him does reality sharpen
again.

More screaming. Joe wonders how the poor guy
can still manage to do anything, then realizes Julio’s the one
screaming—a high pitched wail of terror and drama that aggravates
the whole thing. Joe shoves the tire iron in Julio’s face.

“Shut the hell up or you’re next!”

Julio slaps his hands to his mouth, swallows
a scream, eyes saucer. Instant quiet. Except for the moaning coming
from Frank-or-Fred-Something’s direction. Pop’s already at him,
pulling off his belt for a makeshift tourniquet, knowing the arm’s
probably gone. All Pop’s missing is mortar fire and he could be
right back in Korea.

“Get some towels, JoJo. He’s hurt bad. We
gotta get him off this bank before the gator comes back. Might have
friends. Go!”

Joe returns with the towel, complete with
limo company logo, glances at Julio, hands to his face, still
holding in screams. “You just gonna stand there!?”

“What chew wan’ me to do?!” It comes
out screechy and hysterical.

Joe doesn’t answer, really doesn’t expect him
to do anything. He just can’t stand the sight of him wringing his
hands like the driver’s about to die. Maybe he is.

“Deesinfecen!” Julio yells running back to
the limo. He grabs a bottle of Absolut from the mini bar and
runs back to the confusion by the canal bank to pour a good three
cups of high end vodka onto the gaping wound.

Fred-or-Frank-Something screams and passes
out. Pop and Joe look at Julio as if he’d poured on battery
acid.

Joe grabs the bottle from Julio’s hand, “What
are you doing!?”

“To stop infeshion. Chew don’ know the germs
in there.”

Joe’s confused, asks Pop, “That true?”

“Don’t think that’s his biggest problem, boy.
He’s likely to bleed to death first. Now he just smells liquored
up,” Pop says. “We gotta get him outa here. Julio, go open the back
door. Joe, help me get him to his feet.”

Joe shoves the bottle at Julio and wraps a
towel around the gaping wound. Hopes the arm won’t fall off. Hopes
even more the guy can make it to the car so they don’t have to drag
him—worries about the logistics of dragging a guy a good three
hundred pounds by one arm in the dark and stuffing him in the back
of a limo.

They get him to his feet and back to the car,
barely. Blood, that at any other time would send
Fred-or-Frank-Something into a tirade, smears the pristine white
seats. Doesn’t seem to care so much now. He’s more or less out of
it, eyes, at times, rolling to the back of his head or staring a
hole through anyone he can focus on.

Joe looks at Pop hoping for good news like,
Yeah, boy, he’ll be just fine—once I figure out how to clamp
this artery. There’s an awful lot of blood. Joe thinks that
maybe the guy can afford to lose more blood than the average man
because of his weight and all. Doesn’t know that’s true, but sounds
reasonable. Thinks about asking Pop if it’s so, but thinks the
timing’s off.

“What’s his pulse, boy?”

Joe shoves his fingers in
Fred-or-Frank-Something’s neck. “Goin’ really fast. Could just be
me, though.”

Pop grabs Joe’s hand and slaps it on the
wound. “Push down hard. Real hard.”

Pop checks Fred-or-Frank-Something’s pulse,
shakes his head. “He ain’t gonna last long like this. We gotta get
him outa here.”

Joe looks at the empty driver’s seat. “I
think the car can move now. Maybe enough to get to some help. I’ll
drive.” Joe slides from the backseat.

Julio is still standing by the car, hands to
his face, shaking—whimpering escapes in peeps and
hisses. Doesn’t dare scream out like he wants to, and
suddenly realizes he’s still got the bottle in his hand and takes a
drink.

Joe yells at him, “Get in the back there and
help Pop with the guy!”

“Wha’ chew wan’ me to do? I get sick. All
that blood. I thin’ I’m gonna pass out.”

“You do and I’ll sling your ass into the
canal and let T-Rex finish his dinner.”

“You name him? I get in the back,”
Julio whines flapping his hand, “but I get sick at the sight of
blood.”

Julio collects himself and sits on the very
edge of the back seat trying not to get contaminated, shoves the
bottle of vodka between his knees. The center partition rolls
down.

Pop looks up, scowls, notices that Julio
quietly dry heaves whenever he glances at the wound. “You’re about
as useless as tits on a boar, boy. Joe, change of plan. I need you
back here. Let him drive.” Turns to Julio, “You can drive,
right?”

“Oo yes, I drive.” Julio sounds happy for the
alternative to hardcore field medic work, and doesn’t share that he
really doesn’t drive all that much because he’s terrified of heavy
traffic and aggressive drivers and multi exits and large semi’s and
lane changes and … “Yes, I get us out of here.”

Joe practically shoves Julio in the front
seat, slams the driver’s door and crawls in the back.

Julio places both hands on the steering wheel
and freezes the way a fifteen year old might the first time behind
the wheel. Brain goes blank like nothing’s up there at all. No step
one, step two, only a vast emptiness with nothing but fear to keep
him company. He takes another drink and wedges the bottle between
his thighs.

“Step on it!” Joe screams.

“I’m goin’!!” Julio screams back. Remembers
the ignition and turns the engine over—a small but fulfilling
victory.

“Go!” Joe yells again.

Julio drops the transmission into reverse and
stabs the gas. The limo lurches slinging dirt and gravel, hardly
moves as the tires spin underneath. Tires catch and the limo
swerves backward and to the right. Julio shrieks and slams on the
brakes. His vodka bottle pitches into the passenger seat. Pop and
Joe are slung to the floorboard. Julio shoves the transmission into
drive, turns the wheel, and stabs the gas. The limo fishtails down
the dirt road in a cloud of dust and broken saplings unfortunate
enough to be in the limo’s way.

Could be because of how well Lincoln Town Car
limos are made, or because they’re all pumped up on adrenaline,
they don’t seem to notice how smooth the ride at sixty-five miles
an hour on a pocked dirt road is. Slow moving opossums and
armadillo are in peril trying to move from one side of the road to
the other. Julio doesn’t even notice them—tunnel vision, eyes
straight through the windshield on the path ahead, nothing to the
left or right. And he’s not screaming any more, either.

Teeth are clenched like his white knuckles
around the steering wheel. He knows the hard road has to be coming
up soon and when it does, brakes come to him as an afterthought.
Applying the brakes after he hits the shoulder on the far side
sends the limo into a slide, flushing mud and vegetation in the
air. Limo jumps back to the hard road and Julio stabs the gas again
roaring away in the dark to the next expressway entrance.

 


**2**

drinking peach cocktails with troopers

 


On a Wednesday night, traffic isn’t so bad.
Pop and Joe sway in the back as the limo weaves between motor
homes, semis and confused tourists. Julio’s picked up a tail
hugging his rear bumper, headlights high and blinding the rearview.
From the side mirror, Julio sights Hummer H2 logo on the
grill—sticks to the limo like a remora on a shark. Julio doesn’t
care; he’s only vaguely concerned with a growing knocking in the
engine.

“Find someplace with people and stop so we
can get a medic,” Pop yells, his hand in Fred-or-Frank’s
Something’s bloody arm trying to clamp the wormy artery with his
fingers.

Joe’s got his fist pushed down on the guy’s
arm just below the shoulder, his own elbow aching. He glances up
just as a blue sign flies by and yells, “Rest Stop!”

Julio cuts across three lanes of sporadic
traffic and blows through a road construction barricade—Ed’s
Signs blinking orange lights—to catch the exit. Orange cones
get sucked under the car and wedged under the chassis leaving
florescent orange skids on the roadway. The bumper makes contact
with two construction barrels. One bounces into the ditch and the
second flies into traffic, glances off Hummer Boy sending the
barrel to the other side of the road like discarded road kill.
Hummer Boy doesn’t slow down, doesn’t stop.

Knocking in the engine gets louder like
pigmies announcing the arrival of fresh heads for the stew. Steam
drifts over the hood.

The rest area’s full of tourists, mini vans,
SUVs, pickups, folks desperate for the cruddy bathroom, maybe a
quick burger or slice of hard pizza. Some guy’s closing down for
the night at a nice fruit stand of fresh Georgia peaches, Plant
City strawberries, and Ruskin tomatoes set up out front of the main
building all displayed in cute wooden baskets.

The knocking under the hood stops briefly,
then like a missile, a piston rockets through the hood. The latch
pops blowing the hood back against the windshield. Julio can’t see
a damn thing—screams and slams on the brakes. Limo jolts and slides
to the left, collides with the fruit stand and all those cute
baskets go airborne spewing produce.

All the fat trooper wanted was a nice dinner
and a little peace and quiet. Standing out front, toothpick between
his teeth, he surveys the disheveled parking lot. Doesn’t seem to
be any injuries except to the fruit. A crowd’s gathered behind him
peering through the glass, pointing, speculating cause. Those who
were stretching and loitering in the parking lot, pick shreds of
fruit guts from their vehicles, claim the five second rule and grab
up what fruit they can for the trip home. Figure once it’s out of
the basket it’s free.

Joe kicks the back door open and steps out.
Under high wattage sodium parking lot lights onlookers grouped
around the limo step back and moan. Covered in blood, chest to
hands, Joe steps up to the trooper and asks, “Need an ambulance!
Guy’s hurt bad.”

Pop’s too busy to notice the irony of car
crashes and fruit stands. His hip’s seizing up and he no longer has
feeling in the finger tips pinching off Fred-or-Frank-Something’s
artery. Thinks maybe the guy’s just about dead by now.

Julio’s still in the driver’s seat in shock
mumbling in Spanish. Could be praying. Through the windshield he
notices people milling around staring at him. He checks his
reflection in the rearview, notices the mess his hair’s in.
Smoothes it down at the sides, smiles and opens the door to address
his people.

Trooper leans in the backseat, sucks his
teeth, shakes his head, but doesn’t touch anything. “What happened
to the fella?” Looks at Joe because he seems to be in charge.

“Gator got him. Can you get an ambulance
coming?”

“Looks like the old boy’s gonna need more
than that,” Trooper says. “Who’s the old man with him?”

“My father.”

Pop looks up, sees the badge. “Need a
medic, Sarge!”

“Who was driving?”

“Him,” Joe says pointing to Julio standing at
the front of the limo.

Trooper sniffs, “You all been drinking?”
Sniffs again. “I smell an alcoholic beverage.”

“Tried to clean him up. Not much in first
aid, at least not for something this bad,” Joe tells him. “Poured
vodka on him. Don’t know if it worked.”

“That’s your story? How do I know you all
weren’t drinkin’ and didn’t have some sort of fight? You say a
gator. Got proof?”

“Wasn’t exactly thinking about proof for the
cops when the gator was dragging him into the canal. Thought it
more important to get him help.” Joe sees the panic sweeping Pop’s
face, looks back at the trooper. “Help’s coming, right?”

“You say the little guy was drinking?”

“No, said he was drivin’.”

“I’ll have a talk with him.”

“Got help comin’ or not?”

“Air rescue quick enough for you, boy?”
Trooper calls on his shoulder mic for Medi-Vac. Never takes his
eyes off Joe while he does it.

“Sarge, I need a medic! Need cover fire while
we pull him out.”

“It’s okay, Pop. He’s got help comin’.” Joe
gestures to the trooper to do something. “Don’t you guys have
medical training?”

Trooper hikes his duty belt up as far as the
muffin top gut overhang will allow. “First responder. Looks like
your father has it under control. No need for me to interfere.
Medi-Vac will be here before you know it.”

Joe spins on his heel, slaps his thigh
exasperated, “Great!” Mumbles, “Wouldn’t want you to get your
uniform dirty.”

“What’s that?”

“My shirt’s dirty. Mind if I go clean
up?”

Trooper glares at him in long exam kind of
way just in case Joe flees the scene and he has to remember
details. “Don’t make me come looking for ya. Come right back here
with the old shirt. It’s evidence. Got a report to fill out.”

They’re the same everywhere, Joe thinks. Cops
looking to nail someone for something.

A pimply teenager runs up and snaps Joe’s
picture with a cell phone, runs to the car and takes a couple of
shots of Pop with his hand in shoulder meat, then Julio who has his
arms wrapped around himself enjoying the attention of strangers
trying to console him after his harrowing experience.

By the time Joe comes out wearing a cheesy
Florida Sunshine T-shirt and shorts, his bloody clothes wadded in a
bag, the Medi-Vac helicopter has landed in an open field by the
rest stop. Air from the rotors slings dried cut grass and dirt into
a swirl and blows plastic bags aloft from the busted fruit stand,
like balloons with handles. Dozens whip and drift across the
parking lot, some all the way to the expressway. Pop’s sitting
hunched over on the edge of the back seat bloody from neck to knee.
Joe’s heart sinks at the exhaustion on the old man’s face.

Medi-Vac boys work pretty quick. They get
Fred-or-Frank-Something’s artery clamped off for the trip. He’s
packed up and shoved into the helicopter as the crowd stands in the
parking lot to watch it lift off and disappear in the dark.

Other than the limo and fruit stand,
everything else goes back to normal. Sort of. Until a TV news truck
with telescoping satellite rolls up with a fake-tanned reporter who
jumps out and quickly checks his hair-do in the side mirror.

Pop’s sitting on the sidewalk in a metal
chair provided by the burger joint sipping a soda. The reporter
shoves a mic in Pop’s face, “Is it true you were directly involved
in the incident?”

“You catch on fast, young fella.” Pop says,
pulling at his shirt. “Looks like I’m gonna need a new shirt.
Pants, too. Don’t think the blood’ll come out. Good and set
now.”

“What was it like having your hand inside
another human being?” reporter asks. Folks standing around move
closer to listen in. Camera guy adjusts the lighting.

“Nothin’ new. Did it in Korea. When I was
under fire! Got hit, too. Want to see the scar?” Pop starts
unbuckling his pants. Reporter waves him off and quickly moves on
to Julio.

Joe shakes his head. He’s perched on the
trunk lid of the limo eating a bruised peach and watching Julio
entertain a small crowd with his dramatic rendition of events. From
what he can hear, Julio’s explaining—through exaggerated hand and
facial gestures—how he’s more or less the one to save them all and
trying way too hard to sound humble about it.

“Got a helluva mess. I do that?” Staring at
Joe, Pop’s clutching a soda with an outstretched hand towards the
parking lot disaster. Cup quivers in his boney grip hard enough Joe
can hear the rattle of loose ice.

It dawns on Joe that Pop’s seriously
convinced the whole mess is his fault. “Can’t blame you for it,
Pop. Julio did it.”

“Who?”

“Julio.” Joe says pointing to the front of
the limo.



Pop stretches his neck examining the six or
seven folks clustered in front of the limo. “Which one?”

“Squirrelly little fella in the middle
there.”

“Oh yeah. Gay guy. He drove. Glad it wasn’t
me.”

“So am I. Come on. Let’s get you in clean
stuff. You’re startin’ to stink.”

Pop slowly pulls his legs from the chair,
stands stiff and wobbly. Leg’s gone bad. Joe grabs his arm and
helps him into the shop worrying about what’s going on in the old
man's head.

 


**3**

the difference between goats and humans is
the lack of horns

 


Detective Dennis Croy’s desk stands out. It’s
fastidiously neat. There are no personal effects like coffee mugs,
photos, toys to play with. The desk represents the best of a Martha
Stewart good thing work station right out of a magazine. In
the top drawer, a can of linen scent Lysol and a container of
disinfectant wipes used each time he leaves for the day.

He works at the desk the same way. A single
notebook, report sheets with copies, an expensive ink pen bought at
Office Depot. He liked the way it looked in the display case and
when he held it in his hand in front of a mirror, liked the way it
looked on him, so he bought two more in different colors to
coordinate with his wardrobe.

No cups, no bottles, nothing to sweat or to
stain the paperwork. Nothing, God forbid, to leak on his clothes.
He gets ragged about it. Now and then someone plays tricks just to
annoy him like leaving sweaty soda cans on his desk, or shoving
everything out of order. They have fun watching him scurry about to
make it all neat again—clean, wipe, polish. Cheap thrills when it’s
been a long day and they need a laugh.

But they don’t laugh at his work product. And
they don’t laugh at the scale of his investigations, either. They
figure he’s probably one of those savants, but without the idiot
part. He’s got the OCD thing, instead, but with a little
medication, keeps it in check. Mostly.

Tailored suits, crisp shirts with razor sharp
creases, manicured nails: Croy’s a walking bill board for
harassment. Anyone can see it.

A decent TV sits on a console table against
the wall. The breaking news story flashes across the screen in
bright red text catching Croy’s attention because he’s always on
the alert for breaking news. If it isn’t local, it’s CNN or FOX or
CNBC to catch his eye. He sees Joe Salas’ face on the screen,
remembers him standing in front of a limo shoved nose first into
what’s left of a rickety wooden fruit stand. Joe’s a prime suspect
in several murders that Croy just can’t find enough evidence to
arrest him on.

Croy turns up the volume and squats in the
closest chair, pulls it along under him to lean over until he’s
almost nosed into the screen.

Reporter’s got a mic in Joe’s face, camera
going for the head shot. “Why didn’t you call 911?” reporter
asks.

“No cell coverage,” Joe explains. “If we had
waited, he’d be dead for sure. Didn’t think we should chance it. My
dad held him together as best he could.”

“Pulling a man out of the jaws of an
alligator and getting him help makes you a real hero, Mr. Salas.
Your father, is that him?” reporter asks. Camera pans over the
reporter’s shoulder to a shot of an old guy sitting in a chair
picking his nose.

Croy pushes back in his chair rubbing his
forefinger and thumb together. He stands up watching the interview,
the finger rubbing becoming more intense, a signal his brain’s
calculating bits of facts, hoping for information big enough to
feed a lead. “Yeah, you’re a real hero, all right.”

Back at his desk, Croy pulls the missing
person file on a possible murder suspect, Ricky Vega and flips to
Ricky’s Department of Corrections file. Runs his finger down the
page to family contacts. Ricky’s wife, Betty Vega, name and address
at the top—Betty, who’d been beaten to death at the hands of
“Someone Unknown.” Ricky Vega, top of the suspect list. There’s
also a mother and two brothers three counties north. They hadn’t
heard from Ricky, or so they said when Croy called, and they’re not
likely to tell him anything if they had. Mother, Bella, and
brothers, Roy and Eddie all have records. Petty stuff mostly,
except for Ricky who went felony for the armed bank robbery. They
could be hiding Ricky out. Means a road trip for sure.

Croy closes the red file and opens a blue
file with Joe Salas’s name on it and re-reads his interview. An
idea surfaces. It’s a long shot, but the idea is so brilliant he
can’t help but smile because any time he can get to possible
evidence without needing a search warrant is a good thing
indeed.

Tapping on the computer keyboard, Croy waits
as the printer hums and pukes the print out. An unintended blank
sheet lies stuck to the first. He throws the blank sheet in the
trash, because, in his mind, if a paper goes through the printer
and comes out blank it’s used. It’s been pressed on, made contact
with a foreign machine. It’s fouled, tainted, and no longer clean.
It has to be thrown out. If any paper is wrinkled or torn it must
be thrown out, never allowed to contaminate the pure.

When writing narrative reports he uses only
fine tip pens. Each suspect file has a matching color pen. If the
wrong colored pen is used with the wrong colored file, the entire
report has to be thrown out and re-written with the proper colored
pen. No red pen with the green file! And all files must be in
sequential order and exactly one quarter inch apart. No one else in
the department touches Croy’s file cabinet. Ever.

He closes the file, carefully places it back
in the cabinet, one quarter inch from the one next to it and heads
out the door.

Her stint in jail hasn’t helped her attitude
much. Dee Dee Turner sits at the kitchen table sulking like a dog
that’s been dumped in the pool against its will. Before her are six
bags of various snack foods, two boxes of Cheez-its, two cartons of
Krispy Kremes, a liter of orange soda and a large bag of peanut
M&M’s.

She’s naked. Being a home nudist, she’s naked
most of the time and intends on sitting in this very spot until
she’s eaten everything on the table. Damn her gall bladder. Damn
the doctor’s opinions. Damn the cops. Damn them all. And it’s a
rude interruption to her day when Detective Croy comes
knocking.

Dee Dee pays no mind to her lack of attire,
opens the door with one hand groping a bag of Hot Tostitos crushed
between her breasts.

“Whatcha want!”

Croy steps back and spins to his left. “Ms.
Turner, I’m Detective Croy and I’d like to ask you a few questions
about your neighbor.”

Dee Dee examines Croy up and down, rubs spicy
salt across her hip. Nice suit. Clean hands. Well groomed.
She’s smiling without realizing it. “Yeah? And who’d that be?”

“Mr. Salas. But if it’s a bad time I can come
back,” he says to the porch column.

“Oh, no. You don’t want to hear what I got to
say about that little mother …” She crams three chips in her mouth
while overtly inspecting Croy’s ass.

“Do you have something you can put on? Or I
can just come back.”

“Oh, now you’re interested. Didn’t care when
he kilt my dog. Come on in and I’ll find me a robe.”

Croy can hear her move from the door and
chances a quick glance to be sure she’s out of sight. Despite being
invited in he feels safer on the porch. First time in fifteen years
someone’s come to the door naked.

“Come on in!” She’s moving through the living
room wrapped in a brown fuzzy robe resembling a bear pelt on a fur
trader. As if she tackled and killed it herself and relished the
skinning. Dee Dee wanders back to the kitchen barefoot. Croy drifts
behind.

House is dark, curtains closed, lamps layered
in dust. There’s a weird sour yeasty smell drifting through the
air. And mold. Croy’s hand dips inside of his jacket searching for
the little bottle of hand sanitizer. Notebook. Pen. No hand
sanitizer. Damn!

There’s an audible crack! from the kitchen
chair when Dee Dee plops down on it. She doesn’t seem to notice.
His detective eye watches the weak third leg, senses one more time
and it’ll probably splay out from under her. Prays it doesn’t
happen while he’s here. The thought of trying to get her off the
floor and having to touch her sweaty doughy flesh …he’ll make the
interview quick.

“How long have you known Mr. Salas?”

“Long enough. Kilt people. Lots of ’em,” she
says pouring orange soda into a dirty glass. Holds the bottle up,
“Want some?”

“No thanks. How do you know he kills
people?”

“I seen ’em. Draggin’ ’em back in that shed
out there to whack their heads off.”

“Did you call the police?” He knows she did,
but wants a cold reaction.

Dee Dee looks up at him as if he’s insulted
her dead dog. “Did I call the PO-lice? Had ’em out here three or
four times! And they put my black ass in jail ’cause they
were too damn stupid to find anythin’.” Shoves her hands on her
hips, tilts her head, “Does he give a lot of money to that Police
Benevolent Association? ’Cause if it gives him a free ride, I’ll
tell you now,” she says pushing boxes aside with her forearm, “this
here bitch’s not giving one more damn dime to you people.” She
grabs the box of Krispy Kremes, digging her stubby forefinger into
the lip of the lid until it shreds.

Croy watches her stuff a donut in her mouth.
It’s like watching a car crash.

Flipping the cover to the back of the pad,
Croy jots a note. “How many people do you think you saw?”

“Think! I didn’t think I saw nothin’
no matter what those cracker ass doctors try to make me believe. I
seen him drag one guy in during the hurricane. Then…” elbow
propped on the table, donut icing dripping through her fingers,
“there was some other poor fool, but didn’t see him come in. Just
his head up on that work bench wrapped in plastic like some God
awful Easter ham.” Dee Dee shoves the remaining donut into her
mouth and stands up. Chewing thoughtfully, she nods so she doesn’t
lose her train of thought while talking through the side of her
mouth. “A woman, too. But she wasn’t dead.” She swallows. “Not yet.
Had a towel over her head. And I just had to peek.
Lord-a-mercy.”

“Have you ever seen these people before?”

“Didn’t know ’em from a damn hole in the
head.” She pours the rest of the orange soda in the glass. “Sure
you don’t want some? Almost gone.”

“That’s very kind. Restricted diet,” he tells
her flipping another page.

“Whatcha got? Sugar? Or somethin’ worse?”

She’s interested. He can see it on her face.
Thoughts skitter through his mind on what to call it.
“Allergies.”

“Allergies? What to?”

“Everything.” He hopes that ends the diet
inquisition.

“Everything? I got me some allergies, too.”
Pulls another donut from the pack and squeezes it in half seemingly
entertained as it’s crushed between her thumb and forefinger.

“Allergies to what?” he asks halfheartedly,
just for something to say while he finishes writing his
sentence.

“To not eating. Bet you couldn’t see that,”
she chuckles, cramming donut in her mouth.

Croy gives a quick smile. “What do you think
happened to them?”

“What you mean?” she asks out of the side of
her mouth.

“With the bodies? How do you suppose he
disposed of them?”

The tie on her robe falls loose and Dee Dee’s
large boobs swing freely. She purposely slow-licks the icing off
her fingers and pulls the robe back together as an
afterthought.

“Hell if I know. Drove ’em off somewhere or
maybe dumped ’em in the cans. I’m not the PO-lice. Just know what I
seen and you’re not tellin’ me no different.” She plops down on the
chair again. “He knows what he done and knows I know it.”

“Well, if you think of anything, give me a
call.” He hands her a card. “Have you ever seen any of those people
at his house before?”

“You mean ’fore he slaughters ’em?”

She takes the card, reading. “No. Only one I
ever seen there was that spic chick a his. She hasn’t been around
in awhile. You married?”

“No. That must have been Betty Vega.”

“She got my dog.”

“I thought you said Mr. Salas killed your
dog.” Croy jots notes.

“Yeah, but I can’t prove it. He more or less
said so.”

“How’s that?”

“During the hurricane. I snuck out to his
shed,” she says hunched over as if re-enacting the event. “But a
big old bolt a lighting struck and I hollered! Tipped him
off, don’t you see. I tried to get back to the house but he was too
quick. Caught me by the fence and said, ‘You spying on me?’ And I
says, ‘Leave me alone!’ Then,” she cowers and hisses, “he says,
‘keep outa my business if you don’t want to end up like your dog!!’
What do you think a that?”

Croy’s staring at her trying to connect that
whole rendition of events to a murder plot. “Well, it must have
been frightening for you.” Jots notes on his pad and stuffs it back
inside his jacket with the pen, fights the overwhelming urge to
wash his hands.

Dee Dee pops out of the chair and is in his
face before he can turn for the door.

“You say I can reach you at this number?”
She’s smiling hopefully holding the card as if a prized possession.
“You believe me, don’t ya?”

“If you have information, just call,” Croy
says heading for the door. She’s on his heel as if trying to beat
him to it. He turns to ask another question and she is practically
on top of him. “Ever notice anything going on down in the woods
behind the house?”

She’s so close Croy can smell the remains of
donut on her hot breath. Her ample breasts have him pinned to the
door.

“You thinkin’ somethin’s going on back in
there?”

“If you don’t think so, then it must not. If
you’ll excuse me.”

“If you ain’t busy, come on over and we’ll
get us a bite to eat. Could use a little meat on them bones.” She’s
got her hand on the door knob, gooey donut icing glistening at the
edge of her full mouth. She isn’t pulling the door open like Croy’s
expecting and he feels a little trapped.

“I have a very busy schedule. Going out of
town,” he tells her stuffing his hands in his pockets. Fears he’ll
have to fight his way out.

“Call me when you get on back now. I make me
a mean banana puddin’.”

The door whooshes open and he feels the fresh
air like a bird released from the jaws of a cat.

“You have you a good day!” she yells
after him on the porch. She’s got her robe bunched tight at the
top, but the bottom separates and the brown bear pelt reveals a
frightening black muff. All he can do is raise his hand and get the
key in the car door as fast as possible. Realizes giving her his
number was probably a really bad idea.

 


****

 


Croy’s standing just outside the property
line at the Salas’s back gate that leads to the pond, squirting
hand sanitizer in his palm. He’s watching the department’s best K9
cadaver dog work its way around the pond in a three hundred foot
radius. Croy’s watched the dog work before, but on this particular
day, the dog is displaying the erratic behavior of a crack addict.
It hits on a plot, digs, runs to another plot, digs, runs to
another plot, on and on for the better part of an hour. At each
site tagged some poor academy recruit shovels away sifting for
remains only to give up in frustration. Until the last hole that
yields a bone.

“Got something!” Recruit gently extracts the
bone from its resting place, cradles it in his two hands like it’s
the Holy Grail.

Croy’s heart races, imagining the arrest, the
televised coverage, a book deal, maybe a position as a paid
consultant for CNN.

The kid’s face beams a reflected dream of
by-passing the tedious road grunt work of patrolman and going
straight into the detective division—getting all the big homicide
cases or probing deep in the guts of some white collar political
conspiracy case. Drug cases don’t interest him so much. Smoking
dope and experimenting with various white bread drugs have left him
apathetic for drug stings and small time dealers. Lived too long
around people like that in his neighborhood.

Both are almost shaking as the recruit hands
Croy the bone. Croy turns it over. Examines the length. The
shape.

“Not human.” Hands it back.

“What? How do you know?”

“Shape. Size. Probably goat. Dig deeper and
you might find the rest of it.”

“Aw, man.” Recruit withers and returns
to dig in another hole less enthusiastically.

All in all, the dog hits on almost fifteen
plots until it lies down exhausted at the handler’s boots. Handler
looks in Croy’s direction and shrugs.

Croy yells, “What does that mean?”

“Hell if I know. Something might have been
here, but I can’t say with certainty. How do you want me to write
this up?”

“Training exercises. Does this happen very
often?”

“What?”

“The dog going nuts like that.”

“It’s an animal, not a machine. Has bad days
and good. Having a bad one. He’s shot for the day. You need
anything else?”

“Yeah, a body.”

“Good luck with that.” Dog handler pulls on
the lead. The dog looks up, tongue hanging, panting. Handler pulls
again, gives a command. Dog reluctantly crawls to his feet and
obediently follows. Jumps in the back of a marked Ford
Explorer.

Croy wanders down to the lone recruit still
digging by the pond. “How many holes does that make?”

“Too many,” recruit mumbles, sifting through
muck. Suddenly dawns on him he’s not going in as a detective and
one bad word from Croy and he can forget getting hired at all. “I
mean, there’s nothing here, sir. You want me to dig further down?”
He’s sweat soaked his once crisp white T-shirt and his black BDU’s.
Mud greases his face.

“How far down did you go?”

“A good two or three feet, but when the dog
passed over it again, it didn’t seem interested anymore.” Recruit
surveys the land. “Was old grove land once. Who knows what’s out
here.”

“We know goats for sure,” Croy says. “You can
take off. Be sure to fill out a special detail sheet.”

“Yes, sir. Have a nice what’s left of your
afternoon.”

Croy moves back to the Salas’ back gate. Uses
a branch to scrape mud off his shoes. Thinks about how Joe could
have gotten rid of so many bodies without leaving evidence. At
least evidence he can use in court.

He flips the branch to the ground and walks
back to his car. Pops the trunk. Takes out another pair of shoes,
slips out of the dirty ones, slips into the clean ones and places
the muddy ones in a plastic bag. Carefully sets them in the trunk.
Squirts hand sanitizer in his palm. “Stupid dog.”

 


**4**

two-headed demon of the moon stop

 


Eddie likes to sit in the car out in the
parking lot and watch women as they pass his car, a white Pontiac
four-door with a cool spoiler on the deck lid, his chick magnet,
chicks that think he’s younger than thirty. Doesn’t tell them any
different.

He’s in the car because he hates the grocery
store, leaves it for his older brother Roy to push past the
brain-dead old people clogging the aisles, vapor locked on coupons,
two for one sales, or where they parked the car.

Eddie checks his reflection in the rearview,
staring back in mirrored sunglasses—mirrored, the best kind so no
one can see what he’s watching. Adjusting the left earring, he
inspects the mirror again to see if the gold chain draped around
his neck looks as cool as it did at home. He sweeps his hand over
the shellac hair hoping no one notices the bald spot that he hides
with that late night-infomercial spray-on fake hair. Thinks it
works pretty good.

His favorite song on Rock Radio gets him
moving, his head bobbing and weaving, and he rolls down the window,
cranks up the sound, and starts singing out loud—secretly hoping
people will notice and compliment him on his talent and ask why he
hasn’t tried out for American Idol. He’ll say because he’s got
serious business deals going on and maybe when things slow down,
he’ll give the public a treat and show them real talent.

A broad in a Mustang pulls in next to him and
he watches her step out, fiddle with her purse to press the alarm
button on her key chain. He considers whether she’s married or not,
a game he plays in his head, sometimes with Roy, and so far, he’s
three for three. Married ones walk different. Those that don’t want
to be married anymore walk like those who aren’t. What he told
Roy.

This one, she’s single and with lots of junk
in the trunk, just the way he likes it, and he turns up the radio
hopeful she’ll glance his way. Maybe she’ll notice him and be
totally captivated by what she sees, won’t be able to resist
engaging in small talk or at least an exchange of phone numbers. It
happens.

He runs his hands over his bare arms to feel
the flex of his biceps, glad he wore the wife-beater T-shirt today
because no woman can resist that look. He can barely handle it
looking at himself.

So she doesn’t look his way, but he watches
her bend over to check her lipstick in the side mirror, bound in
super-low jeans, shifting ever so slightly as she wipes the corners
of her mouth. Never gives a look in his direction as she slips into
the Walgreens. In his book, that makes her a bitch.

He beats his fingers on the steering wheel to
the rhythm on the radio, lost in his head to some rock concert he
imagines being the headliner in, dreaming of panties and bras
flying at him from the crowd, lots of hot chicks waiting backstage.
They crawl all over him begging they can’t get enough. At least in
his head.

Eddie watches Roy come back weaving through
parked cars, the weight of grocery bags and a gallon water jug
straining his stringy biceps, a cordial grin easing people he makes
eye contact with along the way despite the shoulder length white
hair and skull tattoo on his bare forearm. Eddie cocks his head out
of the window and says, “You get everything? We’re not comin’
back.”

Fingers on the door handle to the backseat,
Roy suddenly stops and considers.

“Better pop the trunk.”

Trunk opens and Roy drops in supplies. Slams
the trunk shut.

“You get the duct-tape?” Eddie’s head’s in a
strange position because he’s looking straight up at the sky with
his head twisted half out the window like he’s not talking to
anyone in particular. “Don’t have enough for the next one.”

“Shut up,” Roy sighs. “That’s your problem.
You never know when to shut up.” Roy slides in next to Eddie and
opens the glove compartment, pulls out a thirty-eight and tucks it
in his belt at the small of his back. Turns the radio down. “Run by
the bank. Need to cash the check. Found some of those small bungee
cords, too. Took all they had.”

“Good for you. Can we go?” Eddie’s impatient
and starts beating on the steering wheel again. Nervous energy.
Hyperactivity the doctor said, among other things.

“Didn’t take your pill, did you?” Roy rotates
his hand as a gesture for Eddie to start the car and get going.

“Ran out. Got beer, right?”

“And everything else on the list. You not
being on your pills sucks for all of us.”

“Don’t sweat it, Roy boy, haven’t let you
down yet, have I?”

Roy turns to the backseat and grabs a handful
of crumpled blanket, flips up a corner exposing a petite white
female maybe twenty, but not over. She’s crouched on the
floorboard, trembling, her face tearstained and ruining what was
perfectly applied makeup. A strip of dull gray duct-tape seals her
mouth, and somewhere underneath, her hands are bound with cord from
a pair of Roy’s pajama pants.

“After this one, I need a break,” Roy says.
“What do you think about Vegas? Take a couple a weeks off?”

“I don’t know, Roy. It’s up to them. They
just can’t seem to get enough of me.”

 


****

A one car dirt road winds through thicket and
stunted oaks that open up on a small secluded single story in need
of paint. A blue 1972 Chevy Suburban is parked lopsided next to the
house, the tires on the right side flat down to the rims. Left to
weather, sun scalded and frozen, a tattered tarp hangs precariously
over the backend.

Roy and Eddie drive like they know where
they’re going because going is home. Eddie doesn’t waste anytime
getting out of the car and is on the top step before the car door
slams.

Inside, dinner’s stewing, frying, smoking on
the stove, things in the oven, food enough for an army. Eddie and
Roy have done a hard day’s work and barely give a glance to the old
woman at the sink, dirty dish towel slung over her shoulder, smears
of flour, gravy, and beef blood across her cheek and right breast.
They sit at the table and take careful inventory—not much said
other than Eddie’s remark it all looks pretty good.

At the sink, Bella pulls plates from the
drain board and sets one each, flicks stray hair from her face back
behind her ear. Doesn’t say anything back until they’re all well
into eating.

“How’d it go today?”

It’s an honest question, if not without a
tone of suspicion, and she looks up into each man’s face taking her
own inventory for lies and decadent behavior because all men lie
and wallow in decadent behavior, it’s just a matter of catching
them at it. She doesn’t smell whiskey, Satan’s brew, the elixir of
the devil, and that lets them eat in peace. For now.

They know she’s prying, watching, as if each
bite is a test and if they fail she’ll be sure they choke on it.
It’s what they believe. They believe it because Roy and Eddie came
from her womb. Hard to believe looking at them—she appearing older
than a mother, more likely grandmother.

“Got those supplies, Ma. And Roy here, he
cashed the check. Show her, Roy.”

Roy’s head pops up and starts nodding like
one of those bobble head dolls, mouth full of chicken fried steak,
too full to swallow, but not enough room to speak. So he bobbles,
first at her, then back at Eddie so she doesn’t think Eddie’s
pulling a fast one. If Eddie pulls a fast one, they all suffer.

Still chewing, Roy slides the cash from his
back pocket and shoves it at her plate like an offering. Avoids eye
contact and goes right back to cutting meat.

“It all here?” she asks looking up from the
multicolored twenties spread by the tea glass. “Don’t look like
it’s all here.”

“Supplies,” Roy chokes out, grabs his tea and
washes stuff down before it jams in his throat.

“He found it all, Ma. Everything you wanted.
Every bit.”

Before Eddie can fork a green bean, a steak
knife stabs the table inches from his wrist.

“You know what I want!” Bella stands up. Not
quick, but slow, like a cobra standing its ground, weaving, eyeing
one to the other. “Moon’s full,” she whispers.

“We got it all.”

“Where is it?”

“In the car. We knew we’d be late for dinner
if we waited.”

She turns to the window and stares. Just
stares, off in some world of her own, maybe taking her own
inventory. Eddie glances at Roy but neither speaks. They keep
eating. And waiting.

“Got the tape?”

“Fresh roll. Still wrapped up in that
cellophane. Got cords, too. Thought you’d like that, Ma,” Roy says
to his plate. Won’t look at her. Senses she’s drifted into the
black mood quieter than in the past, wonders if it means some sort
of change is happening and if it is a change, then what does it
mean for him and Eddie, because they got a long night ahead
depending on that black mood.

“I don’t know I’m feelin’ so well today,” she
says in a soft melancholy voice. She turns back to the table and
sits back at her plate sipping her tea.

Eddie and Roy look at each other, but only
briefly. Any longer and it might set her off and away from this
softer side, a side that might let them go to bed tonight or watch
a movie, maybe play a hand of cards. She used to like the cards,
but not so much now. Her needs changed. About the time of the
moon stop. Calls it the moon stop from the translation from
the doctor down the road there. Not a real doctor like what you’d
find in a hospital, but the spiritual ones that know the herbs and
poultices to cure things. Menopause-moon stop, whatever you call
it, it’s like living with a two-headed demon, and wherever the old
Bella is, it won’t let her out.

Roy’s thinking about all this when he looks
up and sees she’s staring right at him and he looks over at Eddie
who’s staring at him too, but his face’s got panic in it, and it’s
too late as a plate sails past his head. Didn’t even see her hand
move.

Eddie’s finished and gets up from the table,
thinking while she’s distracted with Roy—poor Roy—he can give her
the slip and hit the woods for the night, but she’s quicker than
that and has him by the wrist with a death grip like when he was
little.

She hisses, “You’re goin’ where?” Her eyes
still fixed on Roy who’s picking green beans off his shoulder.

“Just gonna put my plate in the sink, Ma.”
Eddie lies. Suspects she knows he’s lying, but telling her he was
gonna make a run for it would just piss her off. Not as if she’s
not pissed off now and he can’t remember why. At least not for
sure. Hard to keep track. The black mood isn’t so soft
anymore and that shoots the night off right in the head.

“Did you bring me one? It got to be regular.
’Cause if it ain’t regular—”

“Got it in the car, Ma. Told you so.”

With the last word barely out of his mouth,
her hand makes contact with his cheek. She loses a nail in the
process and that’ll stew in her craw for days. It’ll be his
fault.

“Don’t back talk me, boy. You go out an get
it. Put it in the bunker there and start digging the hole.
Go with him, Roy. Neither one of you is worth a shit, but I can’t
dig the hole.”

Eddie wants to say he doesn’t want to, but
keeps his mouth shut. The last time he told her he didn’t want to
do something, she stuck him in the bunker and he’s hated
small confined spaces ever since.

“Gotta do something with it even if I don’t
feel right,” she says.

And that gives Eddie hope. He could just
drive off a few miles and dump the girl off by the woods to find
her way home and that’d be the end of it.

Bella’s looking at him, straight in the eye
as if she can read his mind, “Don’t start getting’ no ideas,
neither. She’s mine tonight and she’ll end up like the last of ’em
so don’t start gettin’ ideas. Roy! Start on the hole!”

The plate slips from Roy’s hand and it lands
on the table, wobble-spinning as if he’s practicing a trick.
Everyone stops to watch it. His heart’s pounding in his chest as if
the wobble plate’s an omen and depending how it stops could mean
the difference between life and death—his.

Killing and planting women has been going on
way too long, he knows it, just can’t figure a way to stop it
without getting implicated, not to mention the things he did for
Bella when she got done with them. Stupid Eddie, calls him stupid
Eddie, but not to his face because he’ll run and tell Bella—stupid
Eddie who thinks up shit on his own without telling anyone until
it’s too late.

Almost cost them when some damn girl
mentioned Eddie coming on to her in the parking lot of the grocery
store to the cops canvassing information about missing women.
Stupid Eddie never could keep his dick in his pants, his dick that
does all the thinking and now here he is cleaning messes up after
the both of them.

All this time while Roy’s thinking, Bella’s
signaled for Eddie to get the girl out of the car, still staring at
Roy, who’s forgotten time is passing, and she’s suspicious thinking
he’s hiding something, something like decadent behavior only
because she’s seen Eddie do it. Never caught Roy exactly, but all
men are the same, and he was in close enough proximity to be
involved and in her eyes that made him guilty.

“Forgot where the shovel is?”

The word “shovel” catapults him out of his
thoughts and Roy bolts for the door, needs to get through it before
Eddie. Doesn’t know why. Practically knocks him down going for the
door knob, and when he swings it open, it knocks Eddie in the knee.
Gives Roy enough time to slide past him to the shed, hears Bella
yell, “I’m needin’ my vision!”

Eddie doesn’t know what the hell’s going on
other than they ain’t going to get to sleep tonight while Bella
does her thing. They’ll have to stand around outside the
bunker and wait. They fell asleep one time while waiting and
when he woke up Bella had set a severed head on his chest. Then he
had to stay in the bunker there with the body while Roy dug the
hole and thinks to this day Roy took his sweet time knowing he was
in there waiting with the head.

Roy skulks out to the shed and pulls the
shovel from the corner. Out back beyond the woods line he has to
walk measured paces so he doesn’t dig into a grave already full.
After years of this crap it’s getting hard to keep track. Should of
wrote it down somewhere, but didn’t think Bella would keep doing
it. But she does seem much better after and stays that way for a
good six to eight months. Thinking about it, he realizes it’s only
been three months since the last one and that the two-headed demon
has an appetite that rivals a jackal’s.

In the dark where sound carries better than
in the day, Roy can hear squeals and cries coming from the front of
the house. Knows Eddie’s pulled the poor thing out of the back
seat, ripped off the tape, and handed her over to Bella. Poor thing
probably thinks she’s safe looking into Bella’s face, until she
looks deeper or just waits and realizes Bella isn’t giving her
comfort or motherly concern. She’ll discover the true threat just
like he and Eddie did, but won’t have anything to bargain with. She
isn’t related to Bella. Too bad.

He remembers some of the girls in the past
begging, yelling, swearing. They all tried something a little
different. This one, she sounds like a sheep. Not much fight at
all. And he wants her to fight, fight hard because he’s sick of it,
sick of the routine of feeding Bella’s demon.

Bella wasn’t a dream to live with
before she met with the doctor, but at least they didn’t
have blood on their hands. Not sure what the doctor told her, and
Roy will never know since the old quack died mysteriously soon
after. Whatever was said, stuck. It seared into Bella’s head and
she took it on as religion, and her common sense died as
mysteriously as the doc. It’s never going to end, he thinks,
and digs relentlessly in the dark. Doesn’t even use a
flashlight.
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